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This thesis seeks to explain the process of homogamy or why like marries like among 
young Muslim Singaporeans. Theoretically it seeks to reconcile the enduring problems of 
structure and agency through Bourdieu’s conceptual framework. The major concepts 
used are habitus, field and strategy. Methodologically it uses the logic of the breaching 
experiment by proxy to illuminate the process via the triggers activated during different 
stages of the breach. The findings of the thesis concerned not only insight on the process 
of homogamy, but also that on the difference in the socialization process between Muslim 














Chapter One: Introduction and Literature Review 
 
The question of homogamy or why like marries like is a classic sociological 
process of how the agency of romantic love gets transformed into the structure of 
marriage. In theory people have choice over whom to marry but most marry those with 
the same socio economic characteristics such as race, religion education and class as 
themselves. This thesis is concerned with religious homogamy among Muslims. More 
specifically, it looks at how religious norms shape and influence marriage preferences of 
Singaporean Muslim youth.  
 
Unsurprisingly, the most theoretically developed works on homogamy are those 
done in the United States of America. In collating the review of the literature on 
homogamy, this thesis is indebted to the work of Matthijs Kalmijn (1998), who gave a far 
reaching overview on work done on homogamy. The structure will follow his overview 
of the literature on homogamy, followed by several other issues and empirical studies in 
the field. 
 
Substantively, researchers have looked at patterns of intermarriage, individual 
variations and the changing trends over time. These trends have been researched widely 
and in some depth, but this is not the direct concern of this thesis. The main concern of 
this thesis is to explain the process of homogamy. Theoretically, researchers have tried to 
explain why people marry within their group (or status) while others do not. Kalmijn 
states that marriage patterns arise from the interplay between three social forces: these are 
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the preferences of individuals for certain characteristics when looking for a spouse, the 
constraints of the marriage market in which they are looking for a spouse and the 
influence of the social group of which they are members. 
 
Rational Choice Theory and the Preferences of Individuals 
 
The preferences of individuals can be largely categorized under rational choice theory. 
Unmarried men and women operate in a “marriage market” where he or she considers the 
possibilities. In this market the individuals consider what a potential spouse has to offer 
and compete with other similar aspirants by offering their own resources in return. 
Although there are various types of resources, sociologists have identified them in mainly 
socioeconomic terms. Kalmijn divides the type of resources into two, socioeconomic and 
cultural resources. He defines socioeconomic resources as those which provide economic 
well being and status. Economic well being is shared by the family and status is given to 
the family as a unit rather than as individuals. Individuals therefore try to maximise this 
by marrying the most “profitable” partner. Homogamy is thus a result of rationally 
motivated individuals trying to maximise their own utility. The most attractive suitors 
therefore attract themselves leaving the least attractive to pick among themselves. As 
gender roles often differ in society, this system is often built upon the premise of some 




The assumptions underlying these theories are not dissimilar to George Homans’s 
idea that all action is fundamentally 'rational' in character and that people calculate the 
likely costs and benefits of any action before deciding what to do. Homans argued that 
'no exchange continues unless both parties are making a profit' (Homans 1961). Thus a 
sustained social relationship, therefore, rests upon a balance of mutual profitability. 
Participants in social interaction engage in a calculus of rewards and costs and the 
interaction will continue in a stable form only if all participants are making a profit. 
Those who experience a loss will withdraw and will seek out alternative interactions 
where they are more likely to earn a profit. 
 
This similar notion is applied by the work of Gary Becker who applied this to 
courtship and assortive mating. He stated that “Each man and woman is assumed to be 
concerned only about his or her own “selfish” welfare, not about social welfare. In 
pursuing their selfish interests, however they are unknowingly led by the “invisible hand” 
of competition in the marriage market to maximise aggregate output.”  (Becker 1981: 66) 
Thus homogamy occurs because of the “mating of likes takes place when such pairings 
maximize aggregate commodity output over all marriages, regardless of whether the trait 
is financial (wage rates, property income), biological (height, race, age, physique), or 
psychological (aggressiveness, passiveness).” (ibid: 71) 
 
In this sense, homogamy is an unintended consequence of men and women maximising 
their utilities. One well researched area into patterns of homogamy which this sort of 
perspective has delved seriously into is that of educational homogamy (Mare 1991 Smits 
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Ultee and Lammers 1998). As educational homogamy is an indicator of social mobility, it 
has been speculated that increasing educational homogamy is a signifier of social closure. 
Increasing educational levels among women also bring about significant social change, 
be it the types of mates they prefer or if they choose to have a mate at all. (Krain Cannon 
and Bagford 1977 Bolig, Stein and Mckenry 1984 van Leeuen and Maas 2002)  
 
Theories of rational choice and exchange have a well known weakness, that when 
it comes to more social characteristics such as race and religion, they tend to be all 
encompassing and rather tautological, explaining everything and yet nothing at all. 
Loosely speaking the logic of rational choice theory leads to the rather underwhelming 
conclusion that people marry each other because they like (certain traits in) each other. 
This is however not denying that individuals make rational strategic choices. To argue 
that people are inherently rational brings its own theoretical baggage, but to deny their 
rationality is just as problematic. The major grief that this thesis has with rational choice 
theory is that as a theoretical framework rational choice theory has this insidious 
colonising tendency to subsume all action within its purview. This has a tendency to 
erode the realm of irrationality and even non rational conduct gets mislabelled as rational. 
The stance which this thesis takes is that people are not so much all aware calculators, but 
more of strategic actors who work within a framework of rules which are ambivalent. 
The difference in comparison to the former is although admittedly subtle, is important in 
the context of the thesis. The shift here is to move away from the problematic dichotomy 
of rational/irrational to that of individual/social. Social action is defined not as to whether 
they are rational or not, but whether such actions conform or defy the rules of the social. 
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It should not be unnoticed that there is also a much desired movement away from 
discerning the psyche of individuals. This is prologue to the greater theoretical concern 
which the thesis will grapple with, that of the question of structure and agency.  
 
Constraints of the Marriage Markets and Propinquity 
 
The idea of marriage markets is popular, both implicitly and explicitly in the literature on 
homogamy. Although the term market gives the idea of an exchange, the basis of the idea 
of a marriage market is geographical, where ones potential marriage partners are defined 
by ones geographical location. A key concept introduced in the idea of a marriage market 
is that of propinquity. The idea is that people who are nearer to one another tend to form 
closer relationships.  
 
The theoretical foundations of studies in propinquity could be traced to influences from 
human ecology, as noted by Boussard (1932), who introduced residential segregation as a 
possible explanation for homogamy. Broussard’s initial ideas has sparked several studies 
debating the validity of this claim (Davie and Reeves 1939 Marches and Turbeville 1953 
Katz and Hill 1958 Catton and Smircich 1964 Peach 1974.) Part of the debate seems to 
be that this approach has been the most structural, with little interest in the actual norms 
and values and more to do with the actual structures in which people find themselves 
embedded in. In response to this, some of the studies have discussed is the impact of 
propinquity vis-à-vis other socio economic factors such as education (Stevens 1991), 
class (Ramsøy 1966), religion, (Schnepp and Roberts 1952,) Other studies on propinquity 
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have been anthropological studies of developing countries where lack of transportation 
means that residential propinquity is often more pronounced. (Chekki 1968)   A recurring 
caveat to the theory of propinquity is that the wealthier one is, the less dependent one is 
on proximity to find a partner. 
 
 Another demographic factor which materializes in geographical distributions is in 
the formation of exclusive marriage markets. In this instance, the ghettoized 
neighbourhoods of the United States can be an example of the maintenance of 
homogamy. (Kennedy 1943) The United States especially is populated by large numbers 
of ethnically similar people who congregate largely in certain areas, for example Asian 
Americans in California or Jewish Americans in New York.  
 
Lastly local marriage markets can play a large part in influencing who marries 
whom. As pointed out by Kaljmin, “unmarried people do not just wander around in a 
region looking for a spouse; they spend most of their life in small functions.” (Kaljmin 
and Henk 2001) Traditionally, three types of markets have been considered; 
neighbourhoods (Peach 1974), schools (Stevens 1964) and the workplace. There is a case 
to be made in Singapore about the efficiency in the local marriage markets in maintaining 
homogamy. For example, there are schools exclusively for Chinese in the form of Special 
Assistance Plan (SAP) schools and schools exclusively for Muslims in the form of 
madrasahs. However, the large majority of Singaporeans go to public schools which 
comprise of a variety of ethnicities and religions. Similarly, the neighbourhoods of 
Singapore are structured in a way which prevents ghettos from forming.  
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Influence of the Social Group 
 
The last social force which Kaljmin mentions is that of the influence of the social 
group. Kalmijn divides this into group sanctions and group identification. Group 
identification can be from shared history or a “sense of peoplehood” or distinguishing 
cultural characteristics instilled into children. The stronger these feelings of 
identification, the more likely it is they are to marry within their own community. Group 
sanctions represent third party intervention if these norms are not internalized. Kalmijn 
cites three examples of the parents, the state and the church as agents of normative 
sanctions. He states that in the Western world, parental control over children’s decisions 
and preferences are limited, even though there are several ways they can interfere. He 
gives the example of playing the role of the matchmaker, as well as giving advice and 
opinions on potential candidates. According to him, they do not have strong sanctions 
when children go against their will.  
 
Intermarriage has also been seen as a threat to group solidarity, cohesion and 
mobilisation as seen in examples such as Hawaii. (Fu and Heaton 1999) Intermarriage on 
religion has spun off an interesting finding about the correlation between religious 
homogamy and marital happiness. (Heaton 1984 Lehrer and Chiswick 1993) Religiously 
homogamous couples are theorized to be happier, though it has been found that this is 
especially true for the husband. The women, being the mothers usually socialize their 
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children into their own religion and conflict over faith, if it does occur, happens between 
father and child. 
 
The overwhelming interest of the research in this area however has been as an 
indicator of social distance between groups. (Panunzio 1942 Heer 1970 Aldridge 1973 
Monahan 1973 Kalmijn 1993) It must be also noted that indicators of ethnicity have been 
conceptualized in a multitude of ways, but primarily have been language (Schoen 1986 
Stevens and Swicegood 1987 Stevens and Schoen 1988) and religion. (Hendrickx 
Lammers and Ultee 1991 O'Leary 2000) 
 
There are a couple of points which this paper would like to make on Kaljmin’s 
overview on the influence of the social group. Firstly is that it is superficial; one 
understands that they do influence marriage, but the method and process in which they do 
so is barely touched upon. Secondly one may argue that his analysis is biased towards 
formal institutional structures. This may be due to the influence of his locality, that 
historically in the United States, formal structures and institutions such as slavery as well 
as Jim Crow laws. In Singapore where there are laws on just about everything, laws on 
religious marriage are conspicuous by their absence. The pervasiveness of homogamy 
thus cannot primarily be attributed to formal rules written in stone, and the fact that 
homogamy still persists can be attributed to informal structures. The idea that of the three 
institutions; the parent, the church and the state, that parents have the least of all in 
sanctioning marriage is also questionable. Parents might have the least formal authority, 
in the sense that parents have no police or judicial forces to enforce their authority, but it 
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does not take into account the depth of the moral meaning which the authority of parents 
and religion have on children. Parents also have a much greater say on the early 
socialization process of the children. The overall point is that there is a lack of emphasis 
put into the socialization process in general in homogamy, especially pertaining to the 
more informal norms.  
 
Overview on literature on homogamy 
 
The literature on homogamy, taken as a whole has a vast and diverse field with a 
multitude of research interests and questions. The sub fields themselves are varied 
ranging from ethnic, racial, linguistic, status, residential, economic, and religious 
homogamy. Not only are they diverse, but often overlapping and not always intentionally 
so. In the scope of the international, it is quite a feat to impose some sort of categorical 
order on the literature on homogamy.  
 
In the United States, there are generally three traditions of research on homogamy 
divided along three major characteristics namely race and ethnicity, religion and 
socioeconomic status, each with its own specific concerns. Research on racial 
intermarriage in the United States has generally addressed the question on whether 
immigrant groups would integrate with one another and with the original population. 
Research on religious intermarriage had been largely about the effectiveness of religious 
authorities on exerting control over their members. Research on socioeconomic 
intermarriage has been used in conjunction with mobility patterns to describe how open 
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stratification systems are. An issue which connects the three themes together is the 
consequences of inter marriage. Although mixed couples may try to socialize their 
children from the norms of a single group, the children are less likely to identify with that 
group if inter marriage is common. Also, since marriage is a long term relationship (well 
mostly a long term relationship) it means a period of sustained interaction between not 
only the immediate spouses and their children, but also their social networks. This leads 
to powerful social effects such as the weakening of prejudices and negative attitudes. 
Another similar unifying theme is the idea of how open or closed status groups are. Since 
marriages are the product of relationships, intermarriage between status groups is thus a 
powerful signifier of how open or closed these groups are. The higher the rate of 
intermarriage, the more open these groups. Conversely, less intermarriage is a sign of 
group closure. However, this notion is not without its weaknesses. If one group is open 
and the other is closed, then homogamy will still happen. In this respect, this makes 
research on homogamy and intermarriage weaker than research on individual prejudices 
on status group closure. Although there are religious norms constraining behaviour one 
must not discount the effect of prejudice, especially racial prejudice on homogamy.  
 
Three general frameworks have been delineated by Kaljmin. Ecologically, people are 
embedded into social settings which determine opportunities for meeting up with the 
other sex. These involve specific social settings such as schools, workplace, residential 
neighbourhoods and voluntary organizations. This is the aforementioned marriage 
markets, which gives importance to the structures of demography and geography. 
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Partners are limited to who is available at the time being, and not merely by their own 
individual choices. 
 
As rational actors, human beings tend to maximise gains in an exchange. This is the 
economic parlance of exchange theory. This framework has been useful for explaining 
status homogamy and particularly educational homogamy.  
 
However, human beings are not always rational but are often grounded in terms of norms 
and values. Social norms in the case of marriage can act as barriers, in forming 
impediments to marriage, no matter what the preference of the individual is. This is so 
especially in religious and racial homogamy. However social norms are not only 
constraining, they can be formative as illustrated in the case of marriage happiness, where 
research in this area points to a higher level of religious satisfaction among couples who 
are the same faith.  
 
In this sense this thesis has divided the studies into the core assumptions of the various 
studies in sync with various disciplines; exchange theory to that of economics, 
propinquity and marriage markets to that of geography and demography and social norms 
to sociology. Of course being ideal types, some studies do not fit easily into this 
conception. However for the purpose of thinking about how people have talked about 
homogamy, these three frameworks are a good starting point. It also takes into 
consideration that homogamy need not be only explained as a result of social norms but 
other factors as well. Regardless, the framework that this thesis will use is sociological. 
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Homogamy in Singapore 
 
Although there is virtually nothing done on homogamy in Singapore, there is a 
body of work on intermarriage compiled in a set of three articles by Riaz Hassan. The 
first was mainly to describe the general picture of the pattern and trend of interethnic 
marriage in the multi ethnic society of Singapore (Riaz Hassan 1971). The finding of this 
indicated that intermarriage across ethnic lines was more than previous, mainly 
anthropological articles indicated. The second (Riaz Hassan and Geoffrey Benjamin 
1972) argued that the variations in intermarriage rates in Singapore demonstrate that the 
influence of ethnicity and religion on family formation was far greater than that of class 
or education. In a study that emphasized ethnic rather than religious lines, they also noted 
that a far greater portion of men marry out, as compared to women. The third, (Hassan 
and Kuo Chen Yu Eddie 1976) which was to test mainly the social concomitants of inter 
ethnic marriage generally argued that the Singapore data generally supported the 
“deviance” thesis rather than the “assimilation” thesis. This meant that those who 
intermarried were deviant from their own group, rather than having more similarity than 
other groups. Outside this body of work, there is a journal article which looks at 
statistical trends of inter racial marriage by Sharon Mengchee Lee (1988). Several of its 
findings include: the endogamous community of Malay and Indians form the majority of 
mixed marriages and the Chinese participate the least in mixed marriages. 
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The focus of these articles is on inter marriage and the causes of inter marriage 
rather than homogamy. Among minority groups, statistically at least, the chances of 
marrying outside ones group is larger than marrying in. A high rate of homogamy thus 
remains a statistical anomaly. Since the government policy on housing and education 
ensures a certain degree of mixing, especially at higher levels of education, the idea of 
ghettoized marriage markets rules itself out. Some form of socioeconomic explanation is 
thus required to understand homogamy. Hassan and Benjamin give a strong indication to 
where the answers lie. Their study indicates that ethnicity and religion play a far greater 
role in family formation than education or class. The value of this qualitative research 
into homogamy would be to glean information on how religious groups ensure social 
reproduction, and what happens when individuals threaten this homogamy. 
 
One trend which encompasses most works on homogamy is that they are largely 
long term quantitative surveys. This is no doubt due to the nature of the questions asked 
which attempts to measure outcomes rather than study processes. If there are smaller 
scale attempts at study, the purpose has been to largely test a hypothesis on a smaller 
group.  
 
For example, an academic exercise by Lee Geok Bee (1979) sets out to test two 
conflicting hypotheses, whether Islam is a meeting ground for inter ethnic marriage or 
whether the decision to convert comes because of the intended marriage. The result of the 
findings show that Islam does not serve as a meeting ground for inter ethnic marriages. 
This proposition comes up against a rather inconvenient reality in which Arabs, Indians 
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of various ethnicities have been assimilated to the Malay community, such as it is 
impossible to describe this particular group of people without referring to them as Malay 
Muslim. Generalizability is thus always a problem with smaller scale studies. 
 
This is not a statement that all studies must be representative. In small scale 
studies, due to time and resource constraints, generalisability is something necessarily 
sacrificed. What this means however, is that one has to rethink of how to actually do 
small scale qualitative studies, a logic of method whose conclusions should be coherent 
with what has been researched. This is addressed in the methodology section of this 
paper, where the fact that the sample is not representative is precisely the point.  
 
  In quantitative analysis is that outcomes, rather than processes are studied. The 
actual process in which religious norms or the nature of socialization are thus ignored. 
This is where qualitative analysis is of comparative use, by documenting the process in 
which norms influence behaviour.  
 
 
Religious norms and socialization 
 
 Thomas and Cornwall (1990) have done a general overview of research on 
religion and the family which cross academic disciplinary boundaries such as 
psychology, sociology and demography. Among the important conceptual issues that they 
highlight is the interdependent relationship of religion and the family. To this they 
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suggest that the institutions of family and religion reinforced each other in two ways: 
social support and social control. Social support refers to the normative encouragement of 
familial solidarity while social control refers to the sanctioning of deviant behaviour. 
Such conceptualization of social control and social support is similar to Klajmin’s group 
sanctions and group identification. Thomas and Cornwall gives a large overview of such 
studies, with an emphasis on family and religion as supportive mechanisms. Thomas and 
Cornwall also identifies several perceived gaps in the literature. The gap most relevant to 
this thesis is the lack of insight into the process of how meaning to attachments to these 
social institutions is developed. In this sense, one could ask how individuals develop a 
defined and personal religious identity, such as Catholic, Mormon, or Jew.  
 
The other major review of religion and socialization that this thesis uses is that by Miller 
and Stark. Their point here is quite straightforward. Though they found the literature on 
gender and religiousness to be slim, there has been complete agreement that, whatever 
the dimensions of their religious differences, women are more religious than men because 
of differential gender socialization. (Miller and Stark 2002) Miller and Stark however 
argue that traditional theories of the socialization of gendered differences in religiosity 
due to differential social power (Turner 1991) lack empirical support. Rather, with data 
comparing Japan and America, they argue that the basis of this difference lie in the 
propensity for risk taking behaviour. This of course begs the question of explaining the 
difference in risk taking propensities in the first place. However, rather than discredit 
sociological reasons for the explanation of differential thesis reopens the door for 
sociological explanations on religion and gender which were previously veering towards 
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sociobiological reasons. In the context of this thesis, this study again highlights the 
relative paucity of information on the nature of the gendered religious socialization 
process. 
 
In the Muslim world, this topic of religion and socialization has been of great interest, 
particularly works on women’s religiosity. The literature is vast and diverse; however the 
most salient trait is that the literature on Muslim women’s socialization has been 
overwhelmingly greater than men. While there are a number of books on Muslim women, 
(Ong 1990 El Guindi 1999 Saba Mahmood 2005) not to mention several encyclopedias 
(Joseph 2003 Moghissi 2004) the socialization of Muslim men has been much less 
theorized. Of late, this is being rectified as exemplified by a book edited by Lahoucine 
Ouzgane (2006). However such works however emphasize far too much on the ‘exotic’ 
of Muslim life rather than the ‘normal’ i.e. honour killings (ibid) and terrorism (Mazaar 
2007). The danger in this is again the essentializing of Muslim men into Orientalist 
discourse as the irrational other. 
 
 One of the most relevant books on the topic of gender and socialization is that of 
Saba Mahmood’s Politics of Piety. Saba’s basic argument is that ideas of freedom are 
often imposed from without, and that ‘Western’ feminists have to be more aware of 
indigenous expressions of freedom and resistance. This thesis notes a necessary 
comparative dissonance, that while ‘Western’ feminists have compared the differences 
between Western men and women, Saba’s model proposes an examination between non 
Western and Western women (agencies). The point that this thesis would like to make in 
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relation to Saba’s work is that it is important in studying fields such as religion that there 
is some comparison between non Western men and women. A conceptual framework is 
therefore necessary for such a comparison. 
 
Statement of the Problem 
 
Thus to sum up, this chapter has been about firstly the issues in homogamy, the 
type of research that this thesis will attempt and why it is different yet necessary from all 
those which preceded it. It is not lost that the topic of religious homogamy resides at the 
confluence of several fields. There is of course a diverse and sizable literature on 
homogamy. However, the topic of homogamy also necessarily intersects the literature on 
gender, religion and socialization. The strategy that this thesis has done to manage such a 
huge amount of literature is to focus specifically on that of homogamy while navigating a 
cursory sweep of the literature on gender, religion and socialization and selecting the 
most relevant books, reviews and articles.  
 
The literature review on homogamy is structured by Kaljmin’s framework. 
Kaljmin (1998) has outlined three major social forces; rational choice theory and the 
preferences of individuals, propinquity and the constraints of the marriage markets and 
the influence of the social group. Of the three, the social group is not only the closest to 
the thesis’ disciplinary heart, but is also the framework which is most relevant.  
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Kaljmin demarcated the influence of the group into group sanctions and 
identification. Simply put, group identification is when one marries within the group 
because one identifies with the group and group sanction is the sanctions which occur 
when the norms are not obeyed. Social norms are thus the root of social influence. Norms 
are the rules which constrain individuals within a certain society. A society’s moral 
norms can be arranged in a certain manner, either in religion or the law. A critique of 
Kaljmin is that he puts too much emphasis on the more formal norms, i.e. the law or the 
rules of the church. This could be because of the locality of his research in America 
where they had been explicit laws against intermarriage. However, in Singapore there 
have not been any laws implemented by the state to ensure homogamy. Although there is 
a special court for Muslim marriage, the state does not persecute those who have civil 
marriages. The lack of focus on informal norms also reveals a secondary lack of 
attention; that of the informal socialization process, both of parents and the group. In 
Singapore, where the sole Islamic authority is tied closely with the state, the lack of a true 
Islamic authority comparable to that of the Christian church means that parents are all the 
more responsible for their children’s religious upbringing. One can easily argue that the 
reticence of the Chinese to intermarry is a factor in homogamy; however, one can look at 
the intermarriage rates between non Muslim Indians and Muslim Indians with Muslim 
Malays to conclude that Islam does play a positive role in the facilitation of religious 
homogamy. 
 
Thus what the above paragraph has established is that in Singapore, there is 
probably a confluence of social norms which ensures homogamy. The next point that this 
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chapter has made clear is the lack of studies on the process of homogamy not only in 
Singapore but the world. This process can also be looked at the broader field of 
socialization. How it is that religion socializes its members to certain actions and 
predispositions? Within this field, the socialization of Muslim women has been greatly 
researched, but often as a lone entity, and if comparively, it is in relation to the Western 
woman. There is little done on the gendered process of socialization on Muslim men and 
women.  
 
In conclusion, although homogamy is a wide and varied field, there is little done 
on the actual process of socialization. In the field of religious socialization, there is little 
comparative qualitative work done on the differences in the process of socialization 
between Muslim men and women. Thus the question is a happy union of what is lacking 
and what is to be done. Namely, how are Muslim men and women socialized into 
choosing the correct partners, thus maintaining homogamy and what happens when this 










Chapter Two: Theory and Method 
Theory 
From the previous chapter, it can be understood that although homogamy is a wide and 
diverse phenomena overlapping the fields of religion, socialization and family, actual 
theorizing about the differences in the process of religious socialization, especially 
differences between Muslim men and women are limited. Religious homogamy thus 
represents a window to observe the process of religious socialization and how religious 
norms influence behaviour.  
In the study of socialization as a whole, the question of structure and agency has been a 
recurring problem. This question has been a central dilemma as on one hand there are 
regular patterns of behaviour which can be attributed to the social, however, these 
patterns are always contextualized, interpreted and negotiated by the human agent.  
However on the other spectrum, one cannot ignore the existence and durability of social 
institutions. Norms and values are one example of such institution. The necessary 
question that follows is the nature of these institutions, how do they work and how do 
they maintain coercive force over those within, i.e. ensure the maintenance of order. The 
simplest and most obvious institutions are formal institutions. These are institutions often 
backed up with the power of the law, the dull compulsion of economics and the implied 
threat of violence. The rules in this case are often quite clear and stated. If one looks at 
Islam as an institution in Singapore, the coerciveness of formal institutions such as 
MUIS, although influential is extremely limited. Although inter religious marriage is not 
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encouraged, the institution cannot throw one in jail or take away ones job if one chooses 
to break this norm. Despite the lack of formal mechanisms the efficacy of norms in 
producing religious homogamy suggests a present and effective mechanism to its 
maintenance. 
The most famous resolution to this problem is arguably Giddens’ formulation of a theory 
of structuration. In New Rules of Sociological Method (1976) Giddens grappled with the 
question of structure and agency. The solution he proposes is a “duality of structure” in 
which although the structural environment constrains individual behaviour, it also makes 
it possible. Although Giddens’ resolution is theoretically encouraging, its practical 
conceptual application is somewhat limited. Although it explains in a general and abstract 
level about the nature of norms, his framework lacks mid level concepts to explain the 
actual process of negotiation between the individual and the social. Concepts are tools to 
organize data and theories are how these concepts relate to one another. For these 
intellectual tools to be useful, they must allow for the data to coalesce into meaningful 
forms which are applicable for the apprehension of a certain reality. 
To address the above problem, the appropriation of Bourdieu’s theoretical framework has 
proven extremely fruitful. To understand this, one however needs to understand the 
legacy of Durkheim and Mauss to Bourdieu’s theoretical framework. These come from 
Durkheim and Mauss who proposed that ‘the cognitive systems in primitive societies are 
derivatives of their social systems.’ (Durkheim and Mauss 1963) For the case of the 
societies which Durkheim studied, the private religious symbols which the individual 
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members of the tribe held were inherently social in character, namely the sacred values of 
the tribe. 
 How Bourdieu claims he expands on this shared Durkheimian insight is fourfold 
(Bourdieu 1992 pg 12):  
Firstly he argues that ‘the correspondence between the cognitive and social structures 
observed in traditional communities also obtains in advanced societies, in which their 
homology is for the most part produced by the functioning of school systems’(ibid) This 
is to say that schools play the role which religion used to in inculcating youth with the 
values of the ‘tribe’. 
 Secondly Bourdieu argues that social divisions and mental schemata are structurally 
homologous because they are genetically linked: the latter are the embodiment of the 
former. Embodiment is a theme which runs throughout Bourdieu’s work. The social 
meanings and symbols are grafted onto the body which distinguishes people and their 
social groups.  
Thirdly is that this correspondence between social and mental structures fulfils crucial 
political functions. Symbolic systems are not simply instruments of knowledge; they are 
also instruments of domination. This is not unlike the ideologies of Marx and Mannheim 
whose purpose is to articulate and preserve the status quo. The fourth is a logical 
conclusion of the third, namely that in class divided societies, what people do in the 
routines of everyday life has everything to do with the power relations between classes. 
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As such Bourdieu was able to translate Durkheim’s insights into a critique of the 
education system. In advanced class stratified societies, the education system serves to 
translate this stratification onto the habits and mannerisms of the young, so they may 
reproduce these inequalities. It is not merely ‘by accident’ that the upper class learns how 
to appreciate the ‘finer things’ in life. By ensuring their progeny acquire certain skill sets, 
their children in turn would then be able to distinguish themselves from lower classes. It 
is also no surprise that it is often the poorer people who believe in education as strategies 
to better their condition as in many countries, these are often the sole means of 
transcending an otherwise effectively repressive habitus. The social categories of ‘snob’ 
and ‘crass’ are imbued emotionally into the mental categories of people reflect these 
ongoing struggles.  
The appropriation of Bourdieu by this thesis is not wholesale; rather it appropriates 
merely some of his concepts for a wholly different purpose. These key concepts are 
habitus, field and strategy. 
Habitus  
“The habitus is a system of durable, transposable dispositions which functions as the 
generative basis of structured, objectively unified practices” (Bourdieu 1979) 
In tracing the origins of the idea of habitus in Bourdieu’s canon this thesis is indebted to 
the work of Reed-Danahay (2004).  "Celibat et Condition Paysanne" ("Bachelorhood and 
the Peasant Condition") depicts Bourdieu’s first extensive use of habitus in an article on 
Béarnaise peasants. Bourdieu’s main thesis was that as rural norms were disrupted 
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through socioeconomic changes, the structural changes in the economy translated into a 
change in values and meanings in institutions such as marriage. These disruptions were 
embodied in the peasant men who were inept at social games such as the ball and lost out 
in such games due to their upbringing as inscribed in their bodies. As such, their 
disadvantage in the field was reflected in the high rate of bachelorhood in many regions 
of post war France. Reed Danahay also narrates his work in Kabylia, where Bourdieu’s 
main concern was the insertion of a rural habitus into a colonial capitalist environment. 
Bourdieu noted the devaluation of peasant virtues, the breakdown of collective controls 
on behavior, generational conflicts, and changes in women's roles. Changes in greetings, 
cafe behavior, food and eating habits were also noted. The general theme which pervades 
these two works is how society shapes the body and reproduces the individual’s place in 
it.  
The development of the concept of habitus follows through from his departure from these 
ethnographic sites through his forays into education and class. In ‘An Outline of a Theory 
of Practice’ the term habitus refers to ‘an acquired system of generative schemes 
objectively adjusted to the particular conditions in which it is constituted.’ (Bourdieu 
1977 pg 95) This is then applied onto his most famous work ‘Distinction: A sociological 
critique of taste.’ (1989a) Here he demonstrates how ones tastes and dispositions 




Habitus is thus not only an internal embodiment of the structures of the social, it 
reproduces ones place in the social. This is where the idea of the field is important. While 
the habitus consists of a set of historical relations ‘deposited’ within individual bodies in 
the form of mental schemata of perception, appreciation and action, the field consists of a 
set of objective, historical relations between positions anchored in certain forms of 
power. (Bourdieu 1992) A field is Bourdieu’s attempt to conceptualize society, as ‘an 
ensemble of relatively autonomous spheres of play.’ (ibid) Each field prescribes its 
particular values and possesses regulative principles. These principles delimit a socially 
structured space, either to change or preserve its boundaries and form. If habitus was used 
to typify structures internal to the agent, the field represents structures external to the 
agent. 
The field can also be thought of as a space of conflict and competition where the winner 
gets the ultimate prize in the shaping of the field itself. One can imagine the dating field 
where conspicuous shows of wealth may be a valid strategy of the rich. However by 
employing the guerilla tactics of framing the player as a snob or playboy, the poorer man 
engages in a contestation over the symbols. If this is effective, he could successfully 
rewrite the rules of the game to force the opposing player to modify his strategy of 
ostentatious wealth. This does not mean the fundamental rules of the game has changed, 
wealth is still very much a desired attribute across many fields. However in this specific 
field, the wealthier players have to modify their strategies. On the contrary, the poorer 
player may adapt his strategy to play by the rules by casting himself as the ambitious 
young man. His current state might not be wealthy but the promise of future wealth is in 
this case a valid strategy to get ahead. In this case the rules in the field would not change. 
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Also notable are that proclamations and displays of one’s poverty and lack of social 
capital tend to be extremely poor social strategies and a guarantee to lonely evenings. 
The above highlights a third concept, unused in this thesis, that of capital. Part of the 
reason is the nature of the game in this thesis does not predispose its players to 
accumulate capital. Rather, what is important in the game is the idea of strategy. 
Although the concept of capital is a concept has been used by Bourdieu, appearing first in 
Outline of a Theory of Practice (1972), this concept is not omnipresent. In fact in his 
earlier works on his hometown of Bearn, such as his research on the bal as well as that of 
marriage strategies in Kabylia, this concept takes a backstage to the concepts of habitus, 
field and strategies. The term capital only takes prominence in Bourdieu’s later works on 
education and mobility. In this sense, the concept of capital is used by Bourdieu primarily 
together with concepts such as symbolic violence and social reproduction in the nexus of 
work concerning mainly with class, education and social mobility. It makes sense to see 
of economic capital disguised as social capital to reproduce and legitimize inequalities. 
One can thus read Distinction as both an ethnography and critique of the upper class. 
However in his earlier works his focus was not so much on the powerful subjects but 
more of an empathic reading of the subjects of structures. 
The field thus represents a space where external structures cue the agent. Like the internal 
structures these structures too both guide and constrain the agent. The practices in the 
field, where the internal cues of the subject are confronted with external conditions are 





Fields are thus symbolic sites of the game in which the ultimate prize is the ability to set 
the rules. Habitus is the training, the marks of their socialization which the players bring 
and which influences how the players play. Both fields and habitus are essentially 
structural forces which exist, habitus within the body and the field in the social spaces the 
body resides. The concept which mediates the two and the embodiment of practice is 
strategy. Strategies are socially meaningful actions players undertake to negotiate their 
place in the game of social life. Strategic analysis is about the study of the subjective 
mediations of actors between their habitus and their fields. 
To help explain the concept of strategy, this thesis will use the other socialization concept 
‘role’ to fully explicate the idea of ‘strategy’. Role theory has a very famous analogy, that 
of Goffman’s dramaturgical stage. (Goffman 1959) Social agents are actors who are 
forced to act in certain ways through the idea of a role. To this, an analogy Bourdieu used 
with a certain degree of caution is the analogy of the game. (Bourdieu 1986, 1991, 1992) 
While the agents in Goffman’s analogy are actors, those in the game can be understood as 
players. While the site of study of dramaturgical analysis is situational as shown in for 
example some of Goffman’s works on behavior in public places (Goffman 1963, 1971), 
the modus site of study of strategic analysis gives importance to embodiment as not all 
situations act similarly on all bodies. While there is a social script which is constantly 
being improvised on the stage for Goffman, there are rules of the game which are 
constantly being strategized for Bourdieu. However, while role analysis has less concern 
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for the internal affections of the subject, strategic analysis considers this in the form of 
habitus. Strategies are thus the practices which the agent does in the negotiation of both 
internal and external cues.  
 These strategies need not be merely of execution but may also include struggles to 
redefine the field. Nevertheless, the strategies are inherently structural in that they are 
necessarily predicated on the knowledge of the structural rules of social life. This is 
similar to Giddens’ insight into the formative yet constraining rule of role of structure. 
Although interpretations of rules vary strategically, its internalization nevertheless 
constrain and shape social action.   
The framework of strategic analysis 
Three major concepts (habitus, field and strategy) have been expedited to frame the 
thesis. Although this theoretical framework may not be always a clean fit much of the 
development of later conceptual tools has been largely data driven. In this case anyways, 
application of the concept is actually quite straightforward. The concept of habitus is 
tailor made for the ordering of marriage choices as noted by Bourdieu himself.  
 
‘In reality the laissez faire of the free market hides necessities from view. I showed this in 
the case of Bearn by analyzing the transition from a planned type of matrimonial system 
to the free market which is embodied in the bal. The appeal to the notion of habitus is 
called for in this case more than ever: in fact how does one explain the homogamy in 
spite of everything? There are of course all the social techniques aimed at limiting the 
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field of possible choices, through a kind of protectionism: car rallies, bal selects, parties, 
etc. But the surest guarantee of homogamy, and hence of social reproduction, is the 
spontaneous affinity (experienced as kindred feeling) that brings together agents endowed 
with a similar habitus or tastes, hence products of similar social conditions and 
conditionings.’ (Bourdieu 1986) 
 
The idea of habitus has been used to describe the internal stimuli that nudge young 
Muslim men and women to the ‘correct’ strategies and solutions. In this sense the 
abstract ideal of the good partner would then be translated into the concrete embodiment 
of the good Muslim. The field is the space where external structures cue the agent. These 
structures which also guide and constrain the agent would be described as parental 
strategies. The studies of these strategies as well as the strategies of the children as they 
weave through both internal and external cues constitute the main subject of study of this 
thesis.  
One underlying assumption of strategy is that a game is being played. If there is no game, 
there will be no need for strategy. The problem is that if habitus was embedded on a 
subconscious level, it probably could not be articulated consciously ad verbatim. In this 
sense strategic analysis is necessary to fully understand the processes and contours within 
field and habitus. The point is that if ones habitus were truly a fish in water in ones field, 
then it would not show as habitus and field. What is then required is a practice or logic of 
methods with which to necessitate the game. The methodology which this thesis uses is 
inspired by the breaching experiments of Garfinkel. 
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In defense of strategic analysis 
However, before going on to methodology, it is necessary to address some common 
criticisms of the framework. The first problem that this thesis will address in relation to 
Bourdieu’s framework is the accusations that he is a closet rationalist. Fiske (Fiske 1991: 
238) lumps Bourdieu with Gary Becker who are ‘defenders of the selfish rationality 
assumption’ as one of his four models of social relations. Bourdieu’s own studies seem to 
suggest this as they are often laced with concepts which invoke economic language, such 
as investment, interest and capital. In the view of agents as players in the strategic game, 
we are reminded of Goffman’s cynical actors in various social situations. 
 
To this end Bourdieu has spent much time distancing himself from the economic 
approach to human behaviour. One is his notion of interest which is the key to the idea of 
strategy. The reason why this would seem problematic to Bourdieu’s paradigm is its 
allusion to the idea of the rationality of selfish economic interest. Bourdieu instead 
juxtaposes it to the concept of indifference. To be indifferent is to be unmoved by the 
game (Bourdieu 1992: 116) The concept which he uses in preference is illusio as opposed 
to ataraxy, meaning to be interested, to ‘accord a given social game that what happens in 
it matters, that its stakes are important and worth pursuing. (ibid) Thus in this light 
economic self interest ceases to be a trait of universal practicality but one that has been 




Even within such an economy, its hegemony is not complete. Part of the reason why 
Bourdieu is interested in defining himself against an economic rationalism is that in 
certain fields such as religion and art strategies aimed at material profit are devalued. 
This is not to say there are no interests within these fields. The interests of these fields 
have to be articulated in the understanding of the players themselves to the point of the 
game. In light of the above, ‘strategy’ thus refers not to ‘the purposive and preplanned 
pursuit of calculated goals’ but to the ‘active deployment of objectively oriented lines of 
action that obey regularities and form socially coherent and socially intelligible patterns.’ 
(ibid) To echo the earlier words of this thesis, strategy moves the dichotomy of action 
from rational/irrational to individual/social.  
 
The next problem concerns his usage of habitus. On one hand, he wishes to argue that 
these habits are ingrained in the body and thus not conscious. On the other, there have 
been instances which Jenkins (2002) points out are necessarily conscious, for example 
use of speech and appreciation of art. The consciousness of the habitus has seriously 
implications on the type of data which could be expected from Bourdieu’s framework of 
practice. 
 
The key to the understanding of the agent in strategy is realized in its juxtaposition to 
rule. While rules are clear cut and unbending, strategy is a more contingent application of 
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rule, prone to human manipulation. (Bourdieu 1986) In support this thesis would like to 
point out that the psychological motivations of actors are often impenetrable and to read 
them psychologically need not be the point of sociological analysis. The point has been to 
read social actions and in this case via the study of their practice of strategies the reading 
of the mechanisms and the rules of the game. The theoretical antinomy between the 
structure and the agent is resolved in the methodological analysis of strategic practices 
within their various fields.  
To illustrate the position on this one may take the example of an extreme form of habits, 
namely addiction. The addict at some level is conscious of his actions. He may even be 
fully aware of his addictions and may even be able to rationalize it. However, the root 
cause of his addiction is hidden to him; it is driven by a set of conditioned body impulses 
which ensures he does what he does. It is learnt, probably from a sub culture of like 
minded people, fellow addicts. This is not to say that these habits are unconscious or 
irrational, but the study of the nature of their motivations in Bourdieu’s framework is less 
important than the study of their practices and reproduction in various social fields.  
The last criticism of this framework is that there is an emphasis of interaction between 
habitus and field. The idea that fields are often influenced by other fields or historical 
contingency is less noted. This is not to say that Bourdieu is uninterested in historical 
contingency, but the necessary logic of his concept is more conducive for analysis of 
interaction between field and habitus rather than interactions between fields. However a 
theoretical framework is not only necessarily enabling, in that it enables one to structure 
data, it is also thankfully limiting, in that it does not try to answer everything in the world 
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about the topic. Strategic analysis also not only limits the studies to certain fields and in 
certain fields, such as dating there are actually many rules in which structure is ensured. 
The rich marry the rich and Muslims marry Muslims. So when the strategies of why 
Muslims marry Muslims are studied, this necessarily excludes the rules on why rich 
people marry rich people, simply because being a Muslim does not mean that one is 
automatically rich. Of course there may be data which show that rich Muslims marry rich 
Muslims, however such data was not acquired in the course of research. Furthermore this 
is not to preclude the historical method from strategic analysis. However, the limits of 
this thesis force it to focus on interactions between structure and agent. 
Methodology 
Bourdieu noted that one of the main things that separated him from Garfinkel was the 
emphasis that ‘ethnomethodological life worlds do not apply evenly across all subjective 
bodies.’ (Bourdieu 1992) Different people interpret different situations differently and 
thus their lasting effects might differ. Yet he would be hard pressed to deny the 
methodological affinity of Garfinkel’s depiction of ethnomethodology as ‘the 
investigation of the rational properties of indexical expressions and other practical actions 
as contingent ongoing accomplishments of organized artful practices of everyday life’ 
and his very own endeavor to give importance to the study of the practices and habits of 
everyday life. Unlike thought and ideas, habits and practices give a more permanent and 
visible durability to the social. Our values and ideas are more likely to condition our 
behaviour if grounded in earthly habits and practices rather than left to the fleeting wind 
of words and ideas. Things are after all, harder done than said. 
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 As noted before, strategic analysis necessarily requires the presence of a game. Most 
often, if the habitus and the field are in congruency, there would be no need for strategy. 
The solution would then be to artificially construct a situation which necessitates 
strategy.  
Garfinkel and the original breaching experiments by proxy 
The sociologist most associated with breaching experiments is Harold Garfinkel. For him 
the problem of sociology was this: 
‘From the point of view of sociological theory the moral order consists of the rule 
governed activities of everyday life. A society’s members encounter and know the moral 
order as perceivably normal courses of action- familiar scenes of everyday affairs, the 
world of daily life known in common with others taken for granted’ (Garfinkel 1967) 
He thus set a program for ‘rediscovering’ the taken for granted moral order of everyday 
life. The social in this case is the ‘socially standardized and standardizing seen but 
unnoticed, expected, background features of everyday scenes’ (ibid) he argues that 
although the average member of society can recognize this background, he will be at a 
loss to tell specifically what the expectancies consist. So for this background to come into 
view, for the unspoken and unspeakable moral order to reveal itself, one must destabilize 
it. Garfinkel’s preference was to ‘start with familiar scenes and ask what can be done to 
make trouble.’ (ibid) Or in his words 
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‘.. to produce and sustain bewilderment, consternation, and confusion; to produce the 
socially structured affects of anxiety, shame, guilt, and indignation; and to produce 
disorganized interaction.’ (ibid pg 36) 
In effect this was the essence of the breaching experiments, to disturb the norm and 
discover the rules that govern everyday life. A point which has to be made is that in 
effect, a lot of these initial breaching experiments are by proxy. Garfinkel for example 
made his students come home and pretend they were strangers. Other things he made 
them do were to ask what someone meant when he or she spoke to them on trivial 
everyday matters. What he then did as a researcher was to collate and analyze the 
responses. 
Effectively, the experiments demonstrably exposed and proved the rules of everyday life. 
However it is quite false to claim that the main purpose of these breaching experiments is 
to ‘rediscover unwritten laws’. To break these laws, the experimenter would have had to 
have knowledge about these laws in the first place. These experiments at best only 
confirm what the researcher already knew. The true discoveries of breaching are actually 
the processes in which individuals try to reconcile the discrepancies engendered by these 
experiments.  
It is the above logic which marries the theoretical framework of Bourdieu with a 
consistent and necessary methodology. If what Bourdieu has theorized about field and 
habitus is true; that one tends to socialize the other, than it is only with some sort of 
discrepancy will both be revealed. If all fishes were fine in all waters, one would not be 
able to say anything of water or fish. However it is only if some fishes began swimming 
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some other fashion or showing discomfort, could one start theorizing about fishes and 
waters. A meaningful understanding comes not from the intrinsic study of fish or water, 
but from the activities of such fishes in water. What this thesis is arguing is that only 
when the habitus and field is in some sort of incongruence, can the actions themselves, 
namely strategy, be able to articulate meaning onto both field and habitus. The breaching 
experiment thus serves as the midwife for such an articulation. While there are the 
differences, the methodology of this thesis takes inspiration from Garfinkel’s breaching 
experiments. 
Sampling 
A criticism of the breaching experiment is that often, as with the case of Garfinkel, the 
proxies are usually powerless students at the whim of an idiosyncratic professor. 
Although it is probably done in good spirit, the students often report discomfort at their 
participation in the breaching experiments. This discomfort is perhaps quite inimical to 
the experiments. This problem however has a rather simple methodological solution 
involving the sampling of the respondents. It would not be necessary to coerce the 
respondents to breach if the respondents themselves were already in the process of such a 
breach. To this end, this thesis has chosen to select its sample from a group of Muslim 
university students, both male and female. The reason for such a sampling is that Muslim 
university students are an overwhelming minority in a situation where there is a 
maximum chance for socializing among non Muslims of the opposite gender. If there is 
ever a situation where homogamy could be threatened, this group of people would be the 
people to initiate it. The fact that it is really convenient for the researcher to interview his 
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fellow students is also a big advantage. A total of ten male Muslim students and ten 
female Muslim students were interviewed. The ten male respondents range from 21-26 
years while the ten female respondents range from 19-24 years. In the semi structured 
interviews, the respondents were encouraged to talk about their choice of a dating partner 
and what had happened when they tried to pursue a non Muslim. For those who preferred 
Muslims, they were encouraged to talk about why. For those who did not, or were 
currently pursuing non Muslim relationships, they were encouraged to talk about the 
resistance they encountered and the strategies they took. Three patterns could be 
identified from the data that were collated. Firstly was a group comprised of those who 
have largely internalized the religious norms which do make them want to marry 
Muslims. The second group is comprised of those who have only partially or minimally 
internalized these norms but still see themselves marrying fellow Muslims. The last 
group is those who have internalized these norms to a varying degree, but are open to 
marrying non Muslims. These patterns are then structured according to the level of the 
breach and the sort of triggers they activate. Lastly, there was a qualitative difference in 
the modes of expression and negotiation of these strategies by men and women. 
Summary 
The main theoretical puzzle which frames this thesis is the question of structure and 
agency. The framework used was Bourdieu. The specific concepts used are habitus, field 
and strategy. The idea of habitus has been used to describe the internal stimuli that nudge 
young Muslim men and women to the ‘correct’ type of strategies and solutions. The field 
is the space where external structures cue the agent. These structures which also guide 
 42
and constrain the agent would be described as parental strategies. The studies of these 
strategies as well as the strategies of the children as they weave through both internal and 
external cues constitute the main subject of study of this thesis. In necessitating strategy, 
this thesis has used the methodology of the breaching experiment by proxy. This proved 
useful as the thesis itself is contoured by the triggers facilitated by the breach. To 
facilitate this breaching experiment, a purposive snowball sampling of young tertiary 
educated Muslim men and women was done. This was as this group was in the position 

















Chapter Three: The Muslim Habitus  
      The purpose of this research was to find out how religious norms influenced marriage 
preferences where conditions of homogamy could be maintained. This chapter discusses 
mainly the internal stimuli which cue Muslim men and women to the ‘correct’ solutions, 
namely the Muslim habitus. One of the more interesting findings was the noticeable 
difference in the attitudes in the dating field between men and women. Firstly, men are 
more open to inter religious dating than women. This is reflected by the fact that all who 
were interviewed have dated non Muslim women. With Muslim women however, the 
number who have dated non Muslim men declines to only three. This the thesis will 
discuss later on. With those who do date outside their religion however, we can see how 
the Muslim habitus is triggered in the dating field.  
Religious Norms and Dating Preferences  
      For people who have highly internalized the Muslim habitus, this habitus affects 
marriage preferences at various stages of the courtship ritual. One stage in which 
religious norms only minimally affect these marriage preferences is the initial courtship. 
The quotes below reflect the divergent and mostly open views on dating partners of 
different religions.  
“Because last time I always chase the tudung. Now I think maybe not… since everybody 
is sometimes contradicting then might as well go for Chinese… hopefully they like.. Then 
not bad... I didn’t know they like… I didn’t know that Chinese girls dig you also… Malay 
guys ah. Seriously I didn’t know until I went clubbing with my Chinese friend and me and 
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my friends then go clubbing at Chinese clubs. Then the Chinese girls checked me out. 
Then I went “oh they like us… ok”. All these experiences la… talk with Chinese people... 
then dating with Chinese girls… having crushes. So it’s all there”  
Male interviewee no 1  
“My first experience was scary. It was with a Christian. I am a Malay and she was a 
Chinese girl. The thought of it was.. you know more leceh…wait she can eat anywhere 
and I can’t…. then whether she can tolerate or not. It was scary at one time. But then 
after that gradually it became like you don’t have to be zooming in to religious issues 
first. You can get to know each other better. Ultimately the word love la. You know the 
inverted commas love. If you love each other you can tolerate each other and if she loves 
you she has to convert for you. That’s love.  But it’s very very difficult to find a girl who 
can actually adapt to you that way. Some people say that if you with that person you have 
to marry into the family or into the religion.”   
Male interviewee no.2  
Muhammad Fadli Bin Mohammed Fawzi (Fadli): “Have you ever been in a relationship 
where you were not of the same religion?   
Well basically she is a Chinese… She is a Buddhist. Anyway I don’t know why la… just 
liked her so I pursue. I thought she was pretty and just liked certain qualities in her la. 
Just thought that she was someone who takes very good care of people. Take good care 
of her loved ones la. So she is a Buddhist… when I was pursuing, before we started, she 
did mention la that she cannot convert… You know at first she said that don’t be too nice 
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to her because it will be difficult later on. This was when I was pursuing her la. Don’t be 
too nice her because if we somehow got together it would be difficult la. Because she 
can’t convert and all. But after a while we did get together la.”   
Male interviewee no.4  
“I would want someone of the same religion as me but I wouldn’t want him to be too 
religious. The same religion is good because it saves a lot of trouble like learning our 
customs and our religion things like that and I would like to remain a Muslim so I am not 
going to convert. But then I would not want him to be too religious that he expects me to 
wear a tudung and follow strictly all the religious rules because then I would be so 
miserable. But I was in a previous relationship with this guy who had no religion. The 
one who had no religion his mum was a Chinese. His father is a Sikh. They had a civil 
marriage so each of them adopted their own religion. Then he grew up confused having 
no religion. He was a Sikh because his father dictated it but when he grew older he did 
not want to be a Sikh anymore.   
Female interviewee number 4  
“In terms of dating, I have dated all types of men before. I even dated this ah beng guy. It 
was so cute because this guy used to hang around all the Malay guys in my school. So he 
talked to my guy friend and asked if I was ok with dating a Chinese guy. After that he 
called me up and asked me whether I wanted to see a movie that kind of thing. And it was 
kind of fun to be with someone who was not Malay… Fun as in different…”  
Female interviewee no. 7  
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“Fadli: So you have been in a relationship before?  
One. Thank you very much. He is a Malay guy, he is a Muslim, he is Indian Muslim. 
Something like me la, like mixed mixed like that. Got Indian got Pakistani blood. We 
prayed together, we talked a lot. So obviously religion is one point, so he knows a lot 
about Sufism and stuff so we do exchange books and have a lot of deep thoughts about 
religion and stuff like that. It was interesting.”  
Female interviewee no. 9  
      A theme which came up constantly was the lack of intimacy they faced when dating 
their fellow Muslims. Although it may be tempting to take it at face value, one might also 
see this lack of intimacy as their own internalized perceptions of normalized dating 
behaviour. This was noted by the respondents below.  
“The main reason is actually due to experimentation. From what I heard from my friends 
is that non Muslim girls have a lot more sex drive than Muslim girls because of the fact 
that mostly the do not go through circumcision.1 As we know in Singapore. Most Muslim 
females… ok not all.. goes through non obligatory circumcision and this lowers down 
their sex drive. So they have a lot more inhibitions than Non Muslim girls. So the 
experimentation was to find out whether this was true or not. And from my experience 
yeah… I guess non Muslim girls are a little less inhibited; they are more adventurous and 
more hedonistic. I guess that’s what I found out from my non Muslim relationship.  
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For example she is very open to talk about sexual stuff. Alright and she is more open to 
wearing of less inhibited clothes like bikinis and stuff like that. And slightly more 
hedonistic then the Muslim girls I have been out with.”  
Male interviewee no. 3  
“I feel that Malay men are very chauvinistic. They have this aura in them that they are 
the boss and you are not. And they have this thing about girls must submit to them. Ya ya 
you know. That is one and another thing I think they really don’t know how to show 
expression, emotion I think because of the religion. Because the religion say we cannot 
hold hands. That is why you can’t really express your feelings. But with my present 
boyfriend it is like. When he want to kiss me he will just kiss me. When he want to hug me 
he will just hug me you know. It’s very natural so he is more of a welcoming give and 
take. There are no boundaries whatever, not unlike the boundaries between me and a 
Muslim guy. Like you know it is like with a Muslim guy it is like you just say that you love 
him but you can’t show how much. I can’t express myself la.”  
Female interviewee no.10  
      The point here is that whatever normative sanctions there are, young Muslim men and 
women do date other people, should the opportunity arise, especially for men. What 




The Muslim Habitus in the Field  
      Thus in terms of dating, many of the respondents do go outside their religion to go 
out with. Because of this, it is possible to see how the habitus tries to regulate potentially 
“deviant” options. One way in which this happens is through dietary practices.   
“Furthermore my school there wasn’t many Malays of quality or choice la. So I think it 
was the environment that I was in. It was a Chinese school so macam… I think I was 
unconsciously or subconsciously a Chinese then. Because the things I wore also macam I 
was a bit ah bengish also.  A bit la. Because of the clothes I wear. Then I did learn to 
speak Chinese a bit also. Even though my main group of friends were Malays also. The 
relationship was ok at first but after a while… I was quite religious but about this I didn’t 
look that far. So then I saw her drink and then eat pork and then I told her “what you 
do?” And then I imposed my beliefs on her (she was a Buddhist) so it wasn’t fair for her 
after I broke up I realized, after I grow up a bit.”  
Male interviewee no.6  
      Dietary practices are not the only embodied structure of the Muslim habitus. Other 
habits such as smoking and alcohol do play a role in sorting possible partners in the 
dating field. The case of smoking highlights the absence to any actual theological 
scriptures. The actions and responses are guided more through embodied habits, or the 
feel of the game rather than a set of rules to be followed.  
“I once dated this girl I really liked who wasn’t a Muslim. She was a Christian, though 
not a very pious one. Anyways we went out a few times and then she asked me to 
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clubbing. It was ok, but I did not really enjoy it. It was just smoky and smelled too much 
of alcohol. After the whole thing, she smelled of alcohol and after that, the whole 
relationship just went downhill. I really liked her, she was nice and all that, but that 
image of her in that smoky place smelling like that just stuck.”  
Male interviewee no. 7  
“I kind of find it hard to get along with someone or get very close to someone if he or she 
obviously does different stuff than me, get what I mean? If he drinks in front of me I will 
obviously disagree, that kind of thing. If he is going to be my life partner, I don’t think I 
want to date someone like that. So it makes me uncomfortable, it just makes me uneasy.”  
Female interviewee number 9  
Faith and marriage preferences  
      However, it would be false to claim that it is only the dietary habits and practices 
which put obstacles to inter religious relationships. Clearly these operate subtly within 
the field as embodied taste, but there is definitely an existential dimension. In many cases 
the reason for not dating other people is because of the religious prohibition itself, that it 
is haram to marry a non Muslim. Two points are important here. Firstly, existential 
prohibitions do make both genders pause in pursuing the relationship too far.   
“I want to marry a fellow Muslim. Not only that but he must also be a Malay. He must be 
a Malay man and a Muslim of the Syafie branch. In short he must be a male version of 
me. The Malay part is definitely a cultural thing. You know the food that I eat and the 
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language I speak. Even though on my i/c (identification card) it says that I am Indian, 
most of my friends are Malay and my mom cooks Malay food and my whole family speaks 
Malay. Plus it is all the little things in which only Malays will understand, such as all the 
Mat jokes that I tell. It is also important that my man is a Muslim. If not how to live 
together? I can’t imagine myself marrying a non Muslim.”  
Female interviewee no 1  
“Fadli: You said that religion was important in that it structured your life, can you 
elaborate on that?  
By the very fact that I choose to wear the tudung it sort of shows how deeply involved in 
the religion I am in that sense. As in I try to be a good Muslim I do not want to go to hell. 
Obviously I pray five times a day and I fulfill all my duties as a Muslim. And it becomes 
part of my everyday life. It is already entrenched. So why would I go into a new 
partnership with someone who is not going to believe in my beliefs. It is important that 
my partner beliefs in my beliefs. And not just belief, he has to be a practicing Muslim as 
well. Because if not, than what is the point. So if my partner is not a Muslim, I will find 
the relationship pointless. But as a friend it is ok.   
My religious faith is that of Islam and in Islam and the doctrines of Islam. I wouldn’t 
want to marry a non Muslim for the very fact that he would go to hell. I mean I wouldn’t 
even be able to go through the normal Islamic rites like the nikah if I were to marry a non 
Muslim what. He would have to convert right? So in that very practice itself, it would be 
a no-no.   
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Fadli: Have you ever thought about marrying a non Muslim?  
No. Only if they convert. That is the thing. They have to convert. If they don’t then nola. 
Even if I might be heart broken, then it is just not fated. I mean for example if I am deeply 
in love with this guy, but he is not Muslim, then based on what I believe, based on my 
religious beliefs and the notion of “jodoh”, that God would pair us up with another 
person and then obviously it would be a Muslim then la. So if I meet this guy, and if he is 
not going to convert, then we are not fated to be.”  
“Fadli: So would you even consider a civil marriage?  
No I would never consider it. Insya’ allah.… because it is haram. I won’t consider a civil 
marriage. Because it is against my religion, and the one thing I am afraid of is to die a 
kafir. Die in a non Muslim way.”  
Female interviewee 2  
“As a Muslim, I know there are obligations to follow. I do it because if one is not a good 
Muslim then there is not much point in being a Muslim. These involves at the basic level 
belief in one God and Muhammad as His messenger. But it is more than that. From there 
you build up to the five pillars of Islam and the six pillars of faith. These instruct you on 
how to build your faith both intellectually and physically. So marriage to me is part of 
building your faith. So that you and your partner can build your faith together. ”  
Male interviewee no 6   
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      The difference in both is that both the Muslim female interviewees have never dated 
non Muslims before while the Male interviewee has. In asking why, both responded that 
it was a waste of time anyways. This is entirely consistent with their reasoning. However, 
male interviewee no.6, like all of the male respondents has. When pressed, the male 
interviewee did not really gave an answer why he did, shrugging the whole thing off as 
normal experimentation. However, female interviewee number one gave a more 
informative answer.    
“I can’t imagine myself marrying a non Muslim man. How would I raise our children? 
Wait if I ask them to do something they will ask why their father don’t do the same thing. 
It will then be very confusing for them. I can’t imagine educating my kids alone, let alone 
when the father is not doing it. It will be very tiring for me and I can imagine me and my 
husband arguing about this all the time. And I won’t be able to take it. It also won’t be 
good for our children. Relationships are already so hard and complicated. I don’t want 
religious disagreements to add another layer of complication to what is already there.”  
Female interviewee no.1  
      When finding a partner, women are perhaps more likely to think at some level about 
their children. This highlights another aspect of religious norms, that as risk 
management.  
Religious Norms as Risk Management  
      Marriages made on the premise of romantic love are individualistic as compared to 
arranged marriage where third parties play as mediators as safe guards, and thus rife with 
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uncertainty. If we use the rational choice imagery of the market, young couples would 
tend to be naïve as consumers. This might not be so much of a problem if they were 
buying toothpaste, however as a bad marriage would have disastrous consequences; it is 
often the prerogative of the parents to instil these norms as vital guides to the choosing of 
a partner.    
      Female interviewee number three concurs with such an assessment and adds other 
dimensions in which norms form this risk management purpose.   
  
“… I take comfort in the fact that he is a Muslim. Because to me at the end of the day… 
kalau dilahirkan Islam… (born into) It is quite stupid actually. Because at the end of the 
day he would hold on to his religion la. I mean I know he do all these things but after 
knowing him, I know that dia masih ada pegangan. (that he has strong faith) You know 
like there are some things… some of his thinking… macam (slang: like) conservative 
which I like. Macam for example, that time we were talking about virginity. Like whether 
some of my friends to them virginity is not a big thing but to me it is la. So they were 
asking me, so why are you so obsessed about wanting to keep your virginity? Is it 
because of your religion or is it because of the physical hymen thing. So I was wondering 
to me at the end of the day it is about religion. Because yes religion just forbid me to fuck 
around and just have pre marital sex. To me at the end of the day it is about religion and 
I don’t agree when they said at the end of the day it is because of the hymen thing. You 
know it is like they question me they say what if your husband ever drank, but he is still a 
virgin. So I said that I would be able to accept it la. But isn’t drinking and having sex 
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haram? Ya but so that makes me wonder also is it really true at the end of the day it is 
just the physical thing. Because drinking after that you can go back, but virginity once 
you break the hymen you can’t go back. So where am I driving at? So at the end of the 
day through this conversation that I have with my friends I saw the other conservative 
side of my boyfriend. To me its religious… it tells a lot about someone I think. Like for 
you to… I don’t know like my Ustazah always say… ermmm I know everyone has that 
horny side of them.  But to overcome it she say that you know you should actually pray 
and try to lawan that nafsulah (fight the temptation). So I mean that I don’t know it is 
stupid la for them to have sex.  But kalau dia orang punya pegangan is kuat (that he has 
strong faith), I believe that they won’t just let their desires …”  
Female interviewee number 3  
      The existential dimension is embedded in the idea of risk management. In this sense, 
the Muslim habitus marries practical risk with existential risk in an ideational dimension. 
The theme of risk management is illustrated in female interviewee number 5 where she 
associates a good Muslim as being able to be a good husband and not sleep around. This 
theme of a Muslim man needing to be a good husband recurs quite frequently. This idea 
is reiterated by the male interviewee below.  
“Fadli: So why do you want a religious person?  
For my own security, for my own comfort. Security of me and my children. For someone 
who will be able to lead. It is not just praying. It is the whole faith thing you know. It is 
also maybe like based on my family background. So you sort of like want your guy to be 
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your dad that sort of thing. So my dad is quite religiously grounded. I don’t see how you 
can divorce religion from being a good husband. I mean in Islam specifically. For me a 
good husband is one that guides his children. Because ultimately our true life is eternal 
life what.”   
Female interviewee no.5  
“I believe religion is a foundation for every family. You cannot just have a father 
religious or a mom being a religious person, you need to have both. So to balance things. 
I mean both parents cannot be with a child all the time. So if a mom cannot handle it, so 
it has to be with the dad. So both have to be religiously knowledgeable. Err I forgot what 
I wanted to say. Oh yeah… I mean at present moment, my girlfriend or my future wife 
don’t need to where tudung la but ultimately she has to wear because she has to know 
that it is part of her aurat and she has to cover. So basically for me at the end of the day 
when you are spending time together as husband and wife, she must be equipped with 
proper religious knowledge la. If not to the extreme, the basic la because if not I can. I 
am confidently that I can teach her the rest of the religious stuff.”  
Male interviewee no 2  
       Although it is not always true, there is the idea that religious people are less likely to 
smoke, drink and fornicate, all which could contribute to the break up of one’s marriage. 
These habits, seen as impure or unclean also might form a source of conflict. A lot of 
discourse about the importance of marrying someone religious revolves around having 
someone to raise children with. In this sense we see how the embodied habitus as 
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mentioned earlier also play a part in managing conflicts of risk. Marriage is a form of risk 
which one must undertake in the conflicts and uncertainties adapting to another person 
entail. Religion and religious practices act as indicators of whom will most likely be 
faithful and whom you would get along with. It gives structure to an uncertain future and 
amidst a period of change, which is what marriage represents. In this case, Muslim 
women, being more practical are more likely to be affected by the existential and 
practical dimensions from ever engaging in dating non Muslims. That being said, both 
Muslim men and women would encounter difficulties in continuing the relationship 
through embodied habits.  
Religious Norms and Marriage Preferences  
      In the field of finding prospective partners, the Muslim habitus works on three levels. 
Firstly, during actual dating, the habitus manifests in embodied physical habits such as 
the physical aversion to pork, cigarettes and alcohol. It also operates on an existential 
level, ensuring that the relationship does not go too far, and for the case of some women 
it may preempt dating and ensure that never happens. Lastly, religious norms may serve 
as risk management. This is twofold in how it demarcates how certain partners represent 
more risk and which partners represent less risk than others and thus more or less 
desirable. As highlighted by this thesis there seems both the physical and existential 
dimension of the habitus can be incorporated into this idea of risk management. The 
habitus however need not operate as rule but as strategy in negotiation.  
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The Malleability of Practice  
      In one sense, the malleability of practice is not unexpected. Not all Muslims live in a 
totalitarian world of norms in which they are unable to actor manipulate, neither do they 
live in a world of unfettered practice. Being a numerical minority, demographics alone 
suggest that in places of work and education, especially higher education, the probability 
of a Muslim bumping into and interacting with a non Muslim of the opposite sex is 
probably higher. Bourdieu’s theoretical framework is apt in that Muslims in Singapore do 
sort of live in Bourdieu’s world. While the early socialization of the family is meant to 
keep individuals within the group, attainment of social capital required a more universal 
attitude towards the society they lived in. In Singapore, the acquisition of social capital is 
acquired mainly through education in the form of secular institutions which brings young 
Muslims in close contact with non Muslims. What may happen here is a form of 
alternative socialization where the Muslim habitus is forced to reconcile with more 
secular, universal norms.   
      In secular institutions of learning, it would not be surprising that the first dimension 
in which Muslims need to negotiate their practice is that of existential prohibition. The 
cosmological order supposedly created by a divine being is humanized in that the rules 
which supposedly seem to have a divine origin are studied in terms of their social 
construction by human agents. There is a divergence from what a “good person” is and 
what a “good Muslim” is. In a cosmologically perfect world, one that has been perfectly 
shaped by the habitus, there is no difference between a good Muslim and a good person. 
The problem that pluralist socialization brings to this perfect cosmology is the problem of 
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the “good infidel”. Evangelists and missionaries like to play up the idea of the evil other 
who is devilish, impure and strange in his ways and mannerisms. This helps create a 
siege mentality of a Manichean world of good versus evil. The real problem would be 
fundamentalists have is that the world is not filled with people who are bent on 
destroying the community of the faithful. Rather the problem is when mixing around with 
the other, you find that they are pretty decent human beings, or at least as decent as 
human beings can get. Extremely uncomfortable existential questions are then asked.   
“I think the way about Islam is that you got to read what is there and then you try to 
understand and form your own understanding. You don’t like be rigid and just read by 
the book. Like a very puritanical Islam like want to go back to the old ages and the glory 
of Islam. Then you don’t use the knowledge from Quran to place it in the modern day 
situation.  
Me: So on a personal perspective why wouldn’t you want someone like that?  
Because for me on one side it is very boring la. Because people who are like that are 
damn boring actually. That is all I think so far. Because I know some of them and then 
macam they are like quiet then I don’t really know people who are very religious, very 
very very religious but outgoing. Then sometimes they are very rigid to the point that 
cannot even meet up and the thing they do is like they want to marry straight away so… 
because they don’t want to be seen or anything. I mean these types of very very rigid 
people. And also about the family also the family… if they are like that most probably 
they come from that type of family la. Macam… whose opinions about Islam are very 
narrow and hard to change. The ones that you see because I get irritated and agitated by 
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people who treats Islam as it is la. As by the book I get irritated macam I often challenge 
their opinions because they don’t think of it they just say Quran say that so I follow. They 
never question or never try to understand and to apply it on current times So macam I 
don’t agree with that la. If she comes from that type of family then I think there would be 
difficulties in having a good bond with the family like that la. If you want to tell me things 
with good grounding then I prefer it that way la. Rather than just say you never try to 
explain why things are like that. The reason is just like that la. Quran say that so we must 
do that. Never try to explain or try to rationalize. I mean it’s a two pronged thing ah. If 
you give a sentence and you rationalize it, then it would be easier to understand and 
accept rather than to just say it is that because it is like that because it is from the 
Quran.”  
Male interviewee 6   
“After all my mother put so much effort into bringing me up. As early as three years old 
send me to madrasah, teach me mengaji, until I katam (read the whole Quran), katam 
two times. And she really really focus pray five times a day and she really scold us, really 
have this tough upbringing of Muslims. And every morning she will play the song, the 
Arabic song for us to listen. And we just listen and we just have the tune in our heads. 
Every Sunday send us to class and then after that… ya she do all these things la. And 
then she will always play the radio, you know the IK, IKIM the Malaysian villages 
channel. So we in tune ourselves to become a Muslim. But I guess over the years, I think 
last time her way of guiding her child is good, but now, it is not good. Because we mix 
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around with other cultures and we start to have a mind of our own. It doesn’t make sense 
when she does all these things. All her efforts went down the drain because I did this.   
Well because in the religion it says that only Muslims are welcome in heaven and all the 
other people go to hell. I totally totally disagree with this. You know. So it’s like I just 
want to talk to God. So how? Am I creating a sin or am I .. not. It is like I am a good girl, 
I didn’t cause people harm or whatever, it is just religion thing, it is not concrete or 
whatever. And I just want to ask him, what should I do now. Am I wrong you know to fall 
in love with a man of another religion and its not his fault to be a Buddhist he was just 
born a Buddhist. I just want to ask God how?”  
Female interviewee 10  
      The first case of the negotiation of practice is in the ideational element where the 
logic of eternal salvation is questioned. What is notable is that both of these respondents 
display a certain amount of religiosity in various ways. The female respondent for 
example wears a tudung. The male respondent, a scion of a prominent family prays and 
fasts religiously. This ideational aspect of their faith is rooted and negotiated mainly in 
the mind which may be discontinuous from their other practices.  
      The other negotiation of practice stems from the pragmatics of living in a secular 
society. These negotiations can range from working norms to the everyday time pressures 
exerted upon the individual. The secular tempo to everyday life makes much pious habits 
inconvenient.  
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“ There was definitely a time when I was more religious. I think there was this point of 
time in secondary 4 when I joined the AMP which is the Association of Muslim 
professionals. And then that’s why it is very strange la. Like you are doing a project, then 
suddenly ah half way someone say “It’s time for prayers already and after that you have 
to go for prayers which I think is strange and inefficient because you are in the midst of 
doing something. But you follow la. Because everybody is doing it. You can’t just go “ok 
you guys go on ahead first”. I will finish this off. I don’t know la, in terms of behavior 
right, yes I was more religious. But in terms of thought, not really la. But at that point of 
time I remember I was questioning a lot la. I was thinking things like “am I a bad 
Muslim?” “should I be a better Muslim?” and how do I become a better Muslim?” Ok so 
I need to be more consistent pray five times a day… I need to eat at halal establishments. 
All these are the how to the pragmatics of how to become a better Muslim.   
Male interviewee 9  
      For male interviewee number nine, the maintenance of religiosity was association 
with staunch Muslims in which there was pressure to conform to a time of prayer. There 
was as he moved into the university a shift in ideological thought. As the pressures of 
practice eroded, the doubts which were inherent surfaced.   
And then in year one I think Islam and society by Noor Aisha. That module. A lot of 
things didn’t make sense. And then she said things like closing of the door of ithijihad. 
How there is not much debate. How you have to accept. How we have given a higher 
premium on religious leaders, on Ustadz and Ustazahs and mosques. So that you begin to 
question less. To the extent if you question too much you are not a good Muslim. Which I 
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did. To be honest when I did my early years in NUS when I took these kinds of modules I 
began to understand why in secondary 4 I was like just did but at the same time I was 
thinking about things. Things that did not make sense. Things like interest for example. 
Why is it wrong for me to keep my money in a bank and earn interest and spend the 
interest? I mean to this day my grandma refused to use the interest or what . Yeah the 
interest that she gets from the bank she would just give away to the poor. My thinking is 
“ok it is my money. I put it in a bank, my money is working for me and it grows. So that is 
why there is interest. So why can’t I have the right to spend it? I mean I know the 
historical context, where you are talking about usury to prevent money lenders from 
being exploitative of people who borrowed money. That is why I tell you, I understand the 
logic and rationale for it. But how does that scenario relate to me? I am not a debtor I 
am putting my money in a bank and my money is earning. A lot of people don’t know they 
cannot tell the difference that there is a reason these things were followed about 700 or 
800 years ago and why it is not applicable now. Which goes back to the issue of closing 
of the doors of reasoning. That is why I think a lot of things are quite stupid. My grandma 
is the best narrator of this. I think she listens to the radio and she will tell us this ustadz 
say it is wrong to do this, or that ustadz say it is wrong to do that. At the end of the day 
you must question why is it wrong and why is it not wrong. So my approach towards 
religion is more of a… I have to do the basics, meaning I go to Friday prayers and I have 
to fast, I mean of course I believe in this. This one is not an issue for me. But bigger 
issues in religion for example, why must I marry a Muslim girl, that one I do not 
understand. Is it God wants it to be like that or is there is a social reason behind it? To 
ensure the propagation of the Muslim faith? So what is the reason? I mean if someone 
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sits down with me and explains to me why you must marry a Muslim girl and if it is 
reasonable, why won’t I accept? At the end of the day when you want to marry, the point 
of marrying is to marry a good person. How does religion play a part in it?”  
Male interviewee no. 9  
A similar development could be seen happening to this female respondent.  
“Fadli: Was there any specific incident where you became less religious?  
It just happened because of him we have been going out. With his family then I started to 
know more about Chinese culture. And then somehow it just drifted me away from Malay 
culture. That makes me less religious la. Like I know about the superstition of the 
Chinese. And then going out with his family I became more of a Chinese than a Malay. 
How shall I put it? I guess when we get physical that was against the law, but I still do it. 
Then when we go out late night, then we didn’t pray. Tomorrow I will pray then 
tomorrow I will go out. But I never do it. But I think to myself, God is great. He knows 
that I am very tired, I just tell myself that ok, God is great, as long as I didn’t kill people. 
And Sunday I am supposed to go to the Masjid. On Sunday I go with my mother. Ever 
since I started teaching, I started being money minded and so every Sunday I can’t go 
with them to the mosque to attend all these because I want to get more money. So that’s 
when I stopped being more religious la. Then its about puasa in the fasting month, then 
you know you are not supposed to kiss.  
Fadli: I thought you could? You just couldn’t have sex, eating and drinking right?  
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Cannot kiss also, kissing is an exchange of saliva what. So it is ok la fine, I am not 
supposed to kiss him, but accidentally…  
Fadli: Accidentally? How do you accidentally kiss and exchange saliva?  
Ok fine. Okla I was tempted of being… mmm hmmm so Ok ok so I will stop for one day 
and by right I must pay back, but forget forget forget until the next year. Or sometimes 
like fasting month I have my period and I must pay back but because of you know my 
heavy schedule, I will forget about it.”  
Female interviewee 10  
      The constant association with non Muslims meant that her practice became more lax. 
The relationship encouraged a further laxity in practice. In this case, association with non 
Muslims and entry into the secular world meant that habitual practices could wane. The 
negotiation of these practices therefore was through association. The more one mixes 
with non Muslim and is ingrained into the world of the secular, the more lax one is more 
likely to be in ritual practices.  
The last sort of negotiation was with the embodied habitus, of dispositional taste located 
in the body.  
“Food is an issue la, but before I went out with a Muslim girl also when I went out with 
her also it is not as if we stuck strictly, must have the halal logo then must eat there la. 
We take a pragmatic approach to it. We see this place doesn’t sell pork for example fish 
and co. I mean it is not halal, but it doesn’t sell pork, it sells fish so we eat there. I mean 
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if a coffee shop if it is not a hundred percent kind of coffee shop, but if there is Indian 
food or Muslim food then we eat it. Or we go to Yishun, there is someone selling Briyani, 
I mean it doesn’t say there it is halal, but we eat it because it doesn’t sell pork. So it is 
that kind of more pragmatic approach la. When I go out with a non Muslim girl, I mean 
the same rule applies. The girl knows I cannot eat pork or am averse to it so the eating 
patterns are the same. We don’t need to necessarily go to somewhere there is a halal sign 
but we don’t go to a place which sells pork. It is as simple as that. In terms of that there 
is not much difference.”  
Male interviewee no 9   
“Well he is trying. Because now even with him not a Muslim, he doesn’t drink, he doesn’t 
gamble he doesn’t have any tattoos. He doesn’t like drinking. It’s just the prayers the 
fasting eating the pork, refraining from that. Ya there is that hindering him. So if he 
convert he will just have to stop eating pork. That is a must; I told him that you have to 
stop eating pork. And he told me that ok; he told me that it is not that delicious. He won’t 
die not eating it so that is one sacrifice that, that is one of the rules that I put on him, but 
like praying I told him that if you want to pray you just pray. I will not force you so ya la 
in a way he is a Muslim but not practicing it la.”  
Female interviewee no 10   
      There is a sharp contrast between the habits of the body and the habits of the mind 
and association. With the latter two, there is the negotiation with the self. With the former 
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however, the essential negotiation was on the part of the partner. This aspect of the 
Muslim habitus was something the other party had to negotiate.  
      This section is meant to demonstrate the importance of malleability in practice. The 
negotiation of the existential dimension occurred mainly in the mind, and resided as a 
gnawing doubt somewhere in the back of consciousness. The interview with male 
respondent number nine and female respondent number ten showed that social 
associations and habitual practice prove more durable, at least in preserving  behaviour 
externally, but as associations with the secular world became more constant, these ritual 
practices fell away and rationalized. What proved the most durable was in fact the bodily 
habitus, especially that of the dietary restriction on pork. Here the respondents did not 
talk as if they were rationalizing their consumption of pork. Instead the negotiations were 
most fundamentally with the other and on the part of the other. It is the non Muslim 
partner in this sense who must negotiate the Muslim habitus. Whether the relationship 
continues or not depends on the malleability of the other.  
“Being in a relationship with him, I am a Muslim and he is a Sikh or rather no religion, 
which means he eats pork and stuff like that and he doesn’t believe in God. But then when 
I was with him he respected the relationship such as that the things he knows I cannot do 
he stayed away from it. He didn’t try to influence me.”  





      In this chapter this thesis explores how the habitus works in the field. The main 
findings can be summarized as thus. Firstly, the Muslim habitus can be roughly outlined 
into three components. These norms can take a physical form in that of smell, as 
illustrated in the example about the smell of alcohol. Marrying a non Muslim, seen as a 
sin and a way to eternal damnation is also a component which has to be taken into 
consideration as an existential component. On the practical side, norms serve as a form of 
risk management. As marriage represents a necessary risk one must undertake, religious 
norms become indicators from which one can use to manage this risk. Thus these three 
dimensions which have been listed and described here can be said to be the outline of a 
Muslim habitus, that which transforms the abstract concept of a good partner to a more 
concrete ideal of a Muslim partner.   
      The second set of findings involves the Muslim habitus in the dating field. In the 
dating field, men are more likely to date non Muslim women than Muslim women would 
date non Muslim men. The reasons given were existential and practical. However in the 
dating field itself the component which was most effective in cueing the ‘correct’ 
decision was that of the physical component.  
      This is elaborated in the last set of findings involving the actual site of negotiation. 
Existential faith could be negotiated with some form of humanistic reasoning within the 
mind. Habitual practices as the external markers of faith were stimulated largely by 
association and early socialization. However, as the respondents moved into the secular 
non Muslim world, these practices could lapse, especially buttressed by the rationalizing 
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tendencies of reason. What were most immediate and lasting during the dating phase 
were the embodied habits which surfaced as dietary prohibitions. These prohibitions, 
especially on pork, were not negotiated by the self; instead this was contingent wholly on 
the acquiescence of the non Muslim other.  
      In this chapter, this thesis identifies the subtle internal nudging which prompt young 
Muslim men and women to choose to marry Muslims. However, for those who are more 
stubborn, the following chapter depicts the subjective experience of external cues from 
















Chapter Four: Parental Strategies 
In the previous chapter this thesis discussed how the Muslim habitus imposed itself in the 
dating phase. It illustrated three dimensions of how the habitus operates: as embodied 
taste, as existential prohibition and lastly as risk management. In doing so it outlined how 
the Muslim habitus transforms the abstract concept of a good partner to a more concrete 
ideal of a Muslim partner. However, the problem of exclusively normative approaches is 
that it tends to over socialize human beings reducing them to automatons. The advantage 
of using Bourdieu’s theoretical framework is that it allows for some degree of flexibility 
to account for the variations as illustrated by the malleability of these norms in practice. 
This thesis has also put forward its findings on where these practices are negotiated. 
In the cases in which the relationship has become more serious, one begins to derive from 
the respondents the experience of external structures (understood here parental strategies) 
nudging them to a ‘correct’ solution. The naming of these forms as parental strategies do 
not mean that there are no other external forms which these young Muslim men and 
women understand. But much of the data which was collected from these respondents 
indicate the main source of pressure to be their parents. This is not strange as parents 
would probably have the most to lose in terms of face and perhaps their souls if their 
children married out. The other finding, consistent to the concept of habitus was that 
much of these external strategies could only be understood with reference to their 
internalized forms. In order to play the game, the players had to know the rules. The 
experience of parental strategies therefore coalesced around the dimensions of the 
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Muslim habitus. These strategies can therefore be discussed in three dimensions: 
physical, existential and practical. 
Jokes and the Physical Dimension  
As discussed in the previous chapter, the internalized habitus is not merely intellectual or 
imagined but can take a “real” physical form. The physical aspect of these strategies can 
be used to cajole and tease the children into thinking twice about marrying a non Muslim. 
These reinforcements need not be serious; it usually takes the form of jokes and in good 
humour while effectively carrying out their message. 
“I asked my mother jokingly the other day about how she would feel if I had a Chinese 
girl. Her reply was also in jest in asking if I would kiss her, after she has eaten pork. My 
reply was that I would, but only if she was pretty. She was slightly amused by the reply 
but further countered about how I could even think about going with someone who “tak 
cebok” (didn’t wash with water after going to the toilet)” 
Male interviewee no. 9 
For example, one of the things in which one of the respondents was asked was if he 
would kiss a girl who had eaten pork. To which he jokingly replied “only if she was 
pretty”. The idea of the “impure other” can take on other forms such as toilet habits and 
as mentioned earlier, strong smells such as alcohol.  
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As mentioned earlier, these jokes need not be only told by parents or even people who 
want the relationship to break up. Jokes being in good humour can be told by close 
friends. They need not actually be meant to hurt or influence the person involved but they 
serve as prescriptive reminders of the habitus. 
“Did anyone talk to you about dating a non- Muslim? 
Only my friends but we only joke only. “Eh kau anuh lelaki tak Islam nanti dia kena 
sunat nanti” (you go out with a non Muslim guy, he must get circumsised)” 
Female interviewee no.4 
The Practical Dimension and The Cautionary Tale  
The second dimension of the subjective experience of these parental strategies is the 
practical dimension. Like the internalized habitus, these strategies work partly on the 
principle of risk management. As can be derived from the interviews given, many inter 
religious relationships end in break up. These tales and experiences are remembered and 
passed on from person to person as sort of parables of warnings against inter religious 
marriage. These parables can have a prohibitory effect on would be deviants as well as 
blight people in current inter religious relationships with a deep sense of foreboding. As 
such, many of such relationships tend to gain a sense of impermanence. This occurs even 
when such relationships succeed into the marriage phase where the difficulties of the 
relationships are often highlighted.  
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“I have this friend in NUS also she is with this non Muslim. So basically she is with this 
non Muslim guy who is catholic and I heard that this guy refused to convert. I think it is 
harder for Christians to convert to Islam. Unlike those Buddhists. Anyway this guy refuse 
to convert but they are still together la. To me I think she is just wasting her time.” 
Female Interviewee number 3 
“ Well my mother always talks about her friend’s daughters, about how confused they are 
about their religion. Because their mother married an angmoh, (slang for white man) 
their children turn out to be very confused about who they are and who they are supposed 
to follow. Because of that ah they end up quite immoral” 
Female interviewee number 8 
“I will never marry a non Muslim because such a marriage is doomed to fail because tak 
dirahmatkan Allah. (not blessed by God)” 
Female interviewee number 2 
The difficulties of living with the other are often highlighted. These marriages are also 
thought to be doomed to fail because they lack the blessing of God. Often, the problems 
of raising the children are often mentioned, about how the children would grow up 




The Classic Parable of Fandi and the Fallen Hero 
One of the classic cautionary tales is the parable of Fandi Ahmad. Fandi was the top 
footballer of his day. As the kampung boy made good, he was revered and respected. 
Almost every boy who kicked a ball imagined himself as Fandi. However, Fandi’s one 
stamp of defect was to marry Wendi Jacobs, a South African model. Although she 
eventually converted, this union was still the source of much scandal as it was known by 
all and sundry that this conversion was in name only, as evidenced by her continued 
practice of modeling lingerie. It was widely rumored that she was a gold digger, and it 
was much speculated that she would soon leave him. Five children later, their marriage is 
still intact and Fandi is a veritable spokesperson for erectile dysfunction. Like most 
marriages however his is beset by problems. In Fandi’s case, it is that he has been 
plagued by a series of financial difficulties, caused by his business failures. However the 
moral of the story is still that Fandi would have been much better of marrying a simple 
Muslim woman than a materialistic gold digger like Wendi. Thus the non Muslim 
partner, not being bound by religion and otherworldly concerns are thought of as this 
worldly and materialistic. This materialism and the consumerist philosophy associated 
with it is a potential risk which most non Muslims (being impious) bring with them.  
Parables thus act as a reminder to the potential risks of marrying someone outside your 
religion. Often failure of inter religious relationships feed into the plethora of cautionary 
tales which further strengthen the power of these norms. These cautionary tales prevent 
future transgressions against the norm, or construct those which do as “immature” 
“jinxed” or “ephemeral” potentially creating a self fulfilling prophecy. Even when the 
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relationships do continue, the repercussions of such relationships be it materially or on 
their children, are often recounted as potential pitfalls and hazards. As such, parables 
form a crucial arsenal in the overall parental strategy in maintaining homogamy.  
Strategic Position and Existential Authority 
In the Muslim community, marriage is a necessary point to which strategies converge. 
There are thus two positions which all strategies need to negotiate. The first is the 
wedding ritual itself.  
 
“Recently my colleague got married to a Chinese converted girl. The dad is still a 
Chinese, her mom is Malay but both are Muslims ah. He said he had to maintain the 
Chinese traditions he needs to go to the wife side and do the Chinese offering… the tea 
offering kind of thing. 
Fadli: So the guy is a Muslim? 
Yes the guy is a Muslim. Even though he is a mixed blood of Chinese and Malay, he is 
still a Muslim. 
Fadli: But did she need to do the… 
Yes yes because her father side is still Chinese. They have not converted only her father 
has converted. The rest of the family is still not converted. So as not to disappoint The 
rest of the generations so they still have to go through the tea ceremony thing.  
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Fadli: Which tea ceremony? 
The offering of the tea to the seniors. So it is kind of leceh (troublesome). I ask him la.. 
religionwise how? So he said you have to consider the elderly also what. So for that one 
particular day do the exchange thing ah. And then after that you have to eat your reunion 
dinner at the restaurant. Ya but they try to find a halal restaurant. I mean it is kind of 
difficult to find a real Chinese restaurant which is halal in Singapore. Some are Chinese 
restaurants but they are not really that pure Chinese kind of restaurant. And some 
Chinese don’t actually fancy halal Chinese kind of restaurant because of different type of 
cooking. And some Chinese restaurant even though they say they are halal, their cooks 
are still Chinese. So you don’t know whether they are Muslims or they are actually non 
Muslims. Even though the owner could be a Muslim and even thought the owner could be 
a Muslim and they just put the word halal down there full stop. So those are the 
difficulties that my friend actually faces. One thing I was almost the same similar 
situation as him so I guess that somehow stopped me from going to inter religious or 
inter racial kind of relationship.” 
Male Interviewee number 2 
  
What the above highlights is the performativity of wedding rituals as entry points into 
marriage. The prospect of a tea ceremony different from the normal Muslim wedding is 
enough to deter this respondent from going into such a relationship. 
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The essence of parental strategy is that of position. Parents act as gatekeepers, someone 
which the children must get the approval of before marriage. All strategies that the 
children employ must eventually come to terms with this fact. This point is reiterated 
continuously by respondents. 
“My parents did not know at all about this relationship. I guess if they were to know 
about it they would have most probably killed me. 
Me: So how were you going to get away with it? 
I think if it were to happen there was no way that I would have gotten with it. I guess if I 
did not maintain the status quo, that it is just unimaginable. There would be no way that I 
can live with my parents again.” 
Male interviewee 3 
The threat of disownment is thus a powerful tool to highlight the risk of an inter-religious 
marriage. Disownment represents the ultimate loss of face to the child. However, 
disownment as strategy has its obvious limits. Firstly, it comes too often after the fact. It 
is useless to disown the child after the deed is done as the loss of face through an inter-
religious marriage cannot be repaired through disownment. Furthermore, it would make 
more sense to continue links with ones child to ensure ones grand children at least turn 
out Muslim. Nevertheless disownment can and do occur. One can imagine the threat of 
disownment thus akin to a dangerous strategy of bluff. 
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However, disownment is not the only tools of position. As gatekeepers, parents have 
more than just disownment as a tool. As they meet up with the perspectives, parents can 
subtly manage potentials and prospectives. By presenting one face to the non Muslims 
and another to the Muslims, the parents can manage the field of eligibles. 
However, this position is not carved in stone. For example, one of my female respondents 
did not care about whether she was going to marry a Muslim man or not. This she 
attributed it to her parents’ divorce due to her father cheating on her mother.  
“I don’t see how my parents can stop me. My father, what can he say? He cheated on my 
mother so don’t tell me he is going to bring up religion in stopping me.” 
Female interviewee number 5 
The position of the gatekeeper is thus an existentially moral one. This position can be 
backed with material advantages of being parents as parents are normally richer and 
better connected than their children. However as the respondents interviewed were 
tertiary educated, more often their prospects were better than their parents. Materially, 
they were better off, had better prospects and sometimes they supported their parents. 
Hence materially speaking, they can do without their parents. The importance of parents 
therefore comes from the position as moral gatekeepers, one that is often expressed 
through religion. As the morality of the gatekeepers become suspect, their authority as 
gatekeepers begins to wane.  
An essential part of parental strategy is therefore to remind their children of their moral 
position. Appeal to divinity also need not be specifically towards the sin of unfilial 
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children. Since marrying outside one’s religion can be seen as going against the religious 
norm, sometimes divinity is invoked in terms of hell and the afterlife. Parents can also 
use this position of moral authority even in conditions of relative material disadvantage.  
“When I first talked about my girl, my mother began nagging me. One of their favorite 
tactics was to rub my education in my face. They said now I was educated I thought I was 
too smart for her, that was why I wanted a Chinese girl. I remember what she say “dah 
belajar tinggi tinggi dah ingat dah bagus” I mean it always surprises me how she can 
turn it to something about her.” 
Male respondent number 10 
Guilt trips by parents are thus the weapon of choice against errant children. When 
material advantage is lacking, moral authority becomes an even more important resource. 
The effectiveness of moral authority is such that even the children’s relative material 
strength can be used against them. The imagery of divine retribution, be it otherworldly 
hell fire or this worldly ill fortune is invoked to rein the children in. If the parents are not 
particularly religious or knowledgeable, a specialist, in this case probably an ustadz or 
someone who is learned can be called in to help. 
The more sophisticated and educated specialists would realize the root of the problem as 
the liberal philosophy born out of alternative socialization. The problem with liberal 
philosophy is that it reaches out to the other and erodes the “solidarity” of the group. 
Furthermore, the humanistic reasoning which it engenders tend to sit uneasily with the 
idea of the exclusive divine of a jealous God. Potential enemies are thus not only the 
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infidels who tempt and waylay the children with their women and their money, but 
traitorous liberals whom side with the enemy and are easily swayed by Western values of 
individual freedom.  
Whilst the existentialist dimension has an intellectual core, it can express itself in a 
physical form, in this case in the form of personal rituals. These rituals, like the five daily 
prayers, and the fast are expressions of piety to bring one closer to God. It is thus not 
surprising then that parents would further cajole their offspring to practice these strictly 
as a form of devotion. Funerals in particular are also a convenient reminder of life after 
death. 
“Then let us say if people pass away it is a must must for her to bring us there to show us 
“hey you see, this is not the only world. You have another world. You see how pitiful this 
person will be. Because this person didn’t do a lot of deeds. In his world we do not know 
what will happen in the afterworld, you know that kind of thing.” 
Female interviewee 10 
In comparison with the previous chapter, the existential and practical dimensions which 
were so ineffective during the dating stage return with a vengeance as the relationship 
gets more serious. The loss of faith and threats of disownment and eternal damnation are 
serious compared with the light touch of the jokes of physical humour. Even if 
otherworldly retribution cannot be felt yet, this worldly retribution will be felt in the 
increased possibility of failure of the union as told through the cautionary tale. With the 
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threat of the withdrawal of parental support this cautionary tale might just be a self 
fulfilling prophecy.  
Conversion as Strategy 
In contrast to the physical aspects of the habitus which is triggered during the dating 
phase, the practical and ideational aspects begin to impose themselves as things get more 
serious. The existential price of damnation as well as the social cost of losing face makes 
it imperative that a solution be met. 
Conversion is one option that the children can take. Conversion represents a happy 
middle ground in strategy. This strategy involves convincing the other partner to convert. 
It is a happy middle ground as once the partner converts; there is no existential reason for 
the parents to oppose the union. Of course some might say that the conversion is not true 
or sincere on the basis that the person converted for love and not because he or she truly 
believes in the religion. However, the force of opposition in this sense is not as great as 
towards a civil union. Also, and perhaps more importantly, the parents can go through the 
marriage ceremony without a substantial loss of face that a civil union brings.  
Thus conversion is an alternative which benefits the children, in that he or she face 
substantially less opposition. It also benefits the parents as it prevents them from having a 
loss of face. It is thus a solution which both parties will try to adopt. In the big picture in 
terms of maintaining homogamy it is crucial as it is an option which changes the nature 
of the game, from that of zero sum to that of plus sum where the opposing parties need 
not fight each other to win, but mutually gain.  
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One of the aspects of conversion as a strategy is that it can be only in name only. This 
thus involves negotiation between the parties who want to get married. This paper will 
not get into the details of such negotiations. Suffice to say they resemble that of the 
negotiations involved concerning the physical norms. Also taking into consideration 
demand and supply in the marriage market, a Muslim woman would be in a better 
position to negotiate with her partner than a Muslim man. As the tea serving example 
from earlier show, both parties are likely to make concessions. Eventually, whether the 
partner really converts or not is extremely questionable. What is important is that the 
front stage of homogamy is preserved. The world of habitual piety recedes to the world of 
dramaturgical performance.  
Also in comparison to the previous chapter, the negotiations are reversed. If in the dating 
phase, the other must negotiate the Muslim habitus, in this phase where the relationship 
gets more serious, the other must negotiate the existential and practical dimensions of 
parental strategies. However what is constant in both is that the site of negotiation is 
shifted away from the Muslim to the non Muslim partner. It would be unsurprising if the 
non Muslim partner, faced with an alien, complex and most of all exacting game may 
choose not to play it. Either way, conversion as a strategy effectively routes the 





The subjective experience of the negotiation of the other 
Conversion as a strategy thus necessarily involves the negotiation of the other to the 
Muslim habitus. This section is to demonstrate the sort of obstacles which the other has to 
negotiate. What is interesting is the degree of frustration this situation engenders in the 
respondents. One can interpret that this frustration is from the empathic understanding of 
the difficulties which the other partner has to go through to convert.  
“ If you marry a Muslim girl, there is no issue when getting married. At the end of the day 
when so many Malays get married how the hell do you know whether this person is 
religious or not? Muis or the Muslim registrar of marriage doesn’t really give a damn 
about whether you are marrying a religious Muslim girl or not so religious Muslim girl. 
See there is no difference. The problem kicks in when you are marrying a non Muslim 
girl. Suddenly everything else is important does she want to convert? Are you sure she 
wants to strictly follow our religious rules? Is she going to fast? Is she going to pray five 
times a day? Does she know how to read the Quran? Does she know about the five pillars 
of Islam? Suddenly it becomes important. But you marry a Muslim girl who might not be 
religious who might not even know the heck about the five pillars of Islam or not so fluent 
about reading the Quran, MUIS doesn’t want to know. At the end of the day it is ok, 
Muslim marrying Muslim, no problem. They don’t question the quality of the Muslims 
getting married. But if a Muslim wants to marry a non Muslim then suddenly many 
questions crop up. Which are equally applicable to a Muslim girl so in terms of 
institution, there is a lot of screwed up people around. They just want to observe the form 
rather than the function.  
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Fadli: So do you think that the function should be observed? 
Well I guess it boils down to the philosophy of the religion la. What is the point. I mean if 
the point is if you want a Muslim to marry a Muslim then okla, then just get a non-
Muslim girl to say the kalimah syahadat (confession of faith) then she is a Muslim 
already what. Then why do you have to question whether she knows about the five pillars 
of Islam. Oklah I mean to be fair right, if you want people to get married right you want 
to know whether these two people know some basics about Islam right, then ok it is fair. 
But, why don’t you ask the same thing about the Muslim girl? Why don’t you ask her ok 
you must be able to pass this course, then you must know what are the five pillars of 
Islam, what are the requirements for marriage. Ok there is a marriage coursela, but is it 
equivalent to having one year of seeing the ustadz about once or twice a week. I mean is 
it the same? That is unfair what. So this girl is born a Muslim and so after that it is easier 
for her to get married to a Muslim even if she might in terms of character and in terms of 
behavior might be worse than a non Muslim. But when it comes to marriage it doesn’t 
cause a problem. As compared to if I want to marry a non Muslim. I mean there is no 
issue of character but because she really doesn’t know what are these five pillars of 
Islam blah blah blah then you have to test her, and make it like an exam for her. So she 
has to pass being a Muslim first before she can get married. I mean it is ridiculous right? 
I mean it is double standards.” 
Male Interviewee no.9 
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Ironically as difficult as it is for women to convert into Islam, there is an extra hurdle for 
men. 
“ Fadli: So what about the administrative part of getting married? 
So I called the convert’s association and asked how long would it be to convert. Believe it 
or not there is a crash course. They say that the crash course is three months, once a 
week. Even more better still three weeks within one month. Sorry I mean three times for 
one month. And there is a lot of classes. Like the first level. Third level. I think the first 
level is about iman (faith). They need to pass a test on iman. The second level is about 
praying, to teach them how to wash, ambil air sembahyang (do the ablutions), how to 
pray all this. And then after that they have to go for a course where they have to 
memorise the al Fateha. I am like oh my goodness.. so long its such a long verse and they 
have to memorise I think it took me what three years to memorise it. Since I was young 
la… three years old. And the last thing is… he have to… 
Fadli: Circumcise? (laughs) 
I am like… huh! And then I ask if it is ok if he doesn’t do it? Then they say nonono unless 
he is very ill or very old.  
Fadli: So what does he think about it? 
Of course he is angry. He said nobody is going to cut my dick. But I said you know you 
have to if you want…  
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Fadli: So is there a way to avoid this? Tell them you will do it la.  
Unless I can convince a doctor to sign a document stating that he has already 
circumcised. He has to do it. It is a must unless he is very old.  
Fadli: Well maybe you could be creative. Tell them you will do it. Or say that you’ve seen 
it and its circumcised. I mean who is going to check? 
I think you need to give a certificate stating that you have done it. Eh really it is so 
ridiculous. Super ridiculous.” 
Female interviewee 10 
In essence the above respondents are lucky in that their respondents were wiling to 
negotiate the Muslim habitus which conversion ensures they do to some extent. However, 
faced with such obstacles the other might just not be willing to play the game, especially 
if they have their own set of internalized norms to negotiate the field of dating and 
marriage. Below is one such example. In either case, homogamy is maintained. If the 
other party is not willing to convert, there is really little to be done. 
“Nothing to convince la. Basically it was the spur of the moment thing I leaned in to kiss 
her and then that kind of… anyways… We got together and I … because I don’t know 
because to me it is just that we… I didn’t want to think first about religion, I just want to 
first establish the relationship first la. Before we got anywhere with religion. To me 
basing a relationship on religion or difference in religion it is just not right la. Anyways 
we got together, then a few times inside the relationship we will have this minor break 
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ups where she will say that we can’t be together because she is Buddhist and she can’t 
convert, you know that kind of thing. She will have one of those days where she will just 
keep quiet or not talk to me or be less friendly to me then, I will ask why and then it 
starts… In the beginning I thought … in the beginning it was okla. In the beginning when 
she said that I was sad la but it was okla, I was sort of like oh damn shit… ok la got to 
move on la. But a few days after that she will always try to cheer me up la so we will get 
back together again. Ya so that happens two or three times… So it is like that la. But then 
a few months back, like two months back in April or something sending her home, and 
then I think we were holding hands and then her dad saw me… saw us.. from afar la. So 
when she got home, her dad came later then she got scolded la. Why are you with a 
Malay guy? After that it got a bit distant… not as close not as intimate as last time. Until 
recently she said cannot be together and…..” 
Male interviewee number 5 
Summary 
The idea of the breaching experiment has allowed us to see the triggers set off at each 
stage and level of the breach. The existential and practical level should have been enough 
to deter those who would try dating someone else, but if that fails, habitual mechanisms 
in the field would trigger, nudging the subject to end the relationship. The pressure 
applied by parents, in terms of their strategies is therefore key in explaining why even if 
these young men and women are not religious; they find themselves nudged into making 
the right choices.  
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Parental strategies at this point can be structured into the three similar dimensions; as that 
of the habitus. Jokes and teasing can communicate the physical dimension of the habitus 
while the parable and the cautionary tale reminds any would be deviant of the risks 
involved of not following the norm. Threats of disownment can also reinforce the risks of 
inter religious marriage. As gatekeepers, parents can also use the privilege of their 
position to manage the field of eligibles, presenting one face to Muslim prospectives and 
another to non Muslim potentials. Whilst these two dimensions can be light hearted and 
humorous, the last dimension involving existential debates are serious as it gets to the 
core of the issue. The existential dimension involves that of the parents’ privileged 
position in divinity. Specialists such as religious teachers can be brought in to further 
bolster this divinity. Parental strategies also do not work alone. They are bolstered by 
unwitting allies such as state policy or the other party’s parents. The nature of parental 
strategy can be contrasted when the relationship gets more serious with the habitus at the 
stage of play. The practical and existential dimensions return to force the issue to a 
conclusion.  
One middle ground concession is thus conversion. Conversion is the best strategy for all 
as it benefits the parents from a loss of face and the children from opposition. It maintains 
the homogamy in the sense that it changes what would be a zero sum game to a plus sum 
game. One of conversion’s usefulness is it provides a dramaturgical solution to a breach 
in the norms. However, what it also does is subtly moves the site of negotiation from the 
Muslim partner to the non Muslim partner. The Muslim habitus is essentially normal to 
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the Muslim, he or she will have no problem negotiating it. Conversion however means 
that the onus of negotiation is now with a player who is essentially alien to a set of 
exacting norms. For men converting in for example, they have to circumcise. Sometimes, 
the other partner would not be willing to convert. Either way, homogamy is maintained. 
A noted problem with the parental strategies of practice; be they by way of diet, risk 
management or rituals in fact is the tremendous amount of supervision they entail to 
ensure their effectiveness. One solution is to keep the child cocooned in a theologically 
secure world, for example by sending him or her to a madrasah. On one hand, it is can be 
quite effective in reminding children of the existential terror which is the fate of deviants. 
On the other, it is quite easy for the children to ignore these attempts, or even manage 
them. As it is near impossible to strictly supervise the children; it is not unthinkable that 
they often do not obey. Sometimes, even sending the children to religious schools (or 
madrasahs) can prove quite ineffective. 
“I cheated for my madrasah exams. I am not ashamed to admit it because it is moronic. I 
don’t know why the hell I was taking madrasah exams to learn about my religion. So I 
was cheating la. That’s the problem right? I guess to a religious person this is like… MY 
GOD! You are like cheating god kind of thing. But to my mind it is like “hey look, I didn’t 
sign up for this madrasah course, but I need to get it so I won’t stay back next year and 
get retained.” 
Male interviewee no.9 
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An effective strategy of practice would need to be able to operate in secular environment, 
which the habitus does. It is in this sense where we can get to the heart of the thesis in 
exploring the gendered differences of strategies. Also so far, the data were mainly 
concerned with trying to play the game. The next chapter will be about the struggles in 














Chapter Five: Gendered Strategies 
The third chapter discussed the three dimensions in which the Muslim habitus operated in 
the field. The fourth chapter discussed the subjective understandings of parental 
strategies. This chapter explores the gendered difference in this experience of 
socialization as well as the struggles of the children to redefine the field. At this point one 
can understand the division of the chapters as the denouement of the breaching 
experiment. In the first chapter, one understands how these young Muslim men and 
women are nudged by internal structures. Failing that, their subjective experience of 
external structures would push them to the ‘correct’ choice. Towards the end of this 
chapter one finds the prodigal children who must then struggle for some form of moral 
legitimacy in the field. 
 
The exploration of gendered socialization takes a three part discussion. The first part of 
the discussion is about the structural considerations outside the socialization process via 
the habitus. This includes national service for men and biological factors for women. The 
second discussion is about the differences in the type of strategies which men and women 
must negotiate. The third discussion is about the type of strategies that men and women 





National Service as Gendered Impetus 
Partly because the focus of this research concerns itself with the habitus and partly 
because of the data gained, this thesis will only touch on the gendered structures outside 
the Muslim habitus. Nevertheless, as they exist and are recounted by the respondents, 
they are worth noting in brief.  
One theme which came out in the interviews is the importance of National Service. 
National Service represents the first real time where men are separated from their family. 
In the below example this respondent gives an account of how National Service let him 
know about ‘certain sides of life’ 
“ Fadli: I mean was there a period where you did not really see Chinese girls as potential 
partners and a period which you then did? 
I think NS la. Ns made me grow my horns…It made me become more of a man. Not as an 
innocent naïve guy la where everything cannot do. Made me know certain sides of life. 
All the sins I start is from NS. All the deadly sins I start is from NS. All the deadly sins 
that you have ever known. Except for tattooing. So you all know that so that kind of opens 
up more la. 
Fadli: What is it about NS that made you open up? 
All the experience la. 
 92
Fadli: Specific experience? 
(laughter) the deadly sins experience (at this point he is a bit uncomfortable to tell me 
more but I think we can add two and two together.) except the tattooing and piercing. 
That one la… so ok la. I reflected on it then I think maybe shouldn’t go for a Muslim girl. 
Shouldn’t put my expectations too high....... 
…So this is really where religion comes in. Because of maruah and honour and pride. As 
in once you did the sin it is considered lost already right. Cos once you lose your 
virginity. Confirm habislah masuk neraka …minum arak also masuk neraka… tattoo also 
masuk neraka pierce also for guys sama ( finish… go to hell drink beer also go to hell 
tattoo also go to hell). All this yang confirm… confirm punya go hell one. All this 
influenced whether I take a religious girl.” 
 
This however did not mean that the national service experience would necessarily cause 
the men to be less faithful. For some, army did not to prove to be a turning point. 
“Army was definitely not a major factor, because my army life was marred by a lot of 
torture and a lot of physical activities. But it was not characterized by very strong 
characters. For example most of the men when they were in the army, they were mixing 
around with Muslims who were not practicing Muslims. But for me I didn’t have a single 
Muslim in my platoon in my vocation. So its not much influence for me at all.” 
Male interviewee number 3 
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The main point here is not to show that national service caused men to become less pious, 
rather that national service represents a structurally available social space where men are 
away from the influences of their parents. If we recount of how the practical dimension 
could fall away with differential association, national service is thus a space in which this 
may happen. 
Stalling for Time and Postponing the Field 
One resource in which the children have over parents is time. When asked about what 
one male respondent was going to do about his parents, he said that he would adopt a 
“wait and see tactic” to see who gives in first. By postponing the field, meaning waiting 
for a longer time to actually tell the parents about it, one may secure a more favourable 
result. As time passes, parents tend to mellow and become more agreeable. The field is 
thus fought under more advantageous terms. Postponing the field thus has two 
advantages. Firstly, as mentioned, it makes the parents more acceptable. Second by 
prolonging the field, it enables for more time for the appropriate counter strategies to be 
employed. The delay in marriage for example allows the child time to gain resources and 
a sense of self and independence apart from their parents. 
However, the strategy of stalling for time works both ways. For example, their partners 
might not be as willing to wait for them. This is not something which is specifically 
Muslim but also other communities. This is however probably more acute in the Muslim 
community as Muslim men and women generally get married at a younger age. The 
social pressure of being the odd one out to get married earlier is thus greater, limiting the 
effectiveness of this strategy. Even though the average age of marriage is younger for 
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Muslim men, it is still younger for the women who are also pressurized by the biological 
constraints of motherhood.  
In the above two cases the thesis has only briefly touched on the main structural 
constraints outside of the Muslim habitus. This is partly due to the focus of the thesis is 
religious socialization. Nevertheless, it is also worth noting these points as counterpoints 
to the totality of the habitus. 
This thesis will now explore the gendered subjective experience of objective structures. 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, a noted problem with the parental strategies of 
practice; be they by way of diet, risk management or rituals is the tremendous amount of 
supervision they entail to ensure their effectiveness. The tudung in this sense represents a 
very effective parental strategy. Of course one can argue about whether a person wearing 
the tudung actually internalizes the values it embodies.  
However, one cannot deny the practical constraints that the wearer must abide by. The 
heart of this strategy is its dual vocality in that it can be identified by both Muslims and 
non Muslims as a Muslim symbol of piety. Thus a Muslim woman who is wearing a 
tudung for example would be compelled not to do certain things, such as going to a club. 
Her actions in public must also correspond to those of Muslim piety. More importantly, 
as a signal of Muslim piety to non Muslims, it serves as an “off limits” signifier to most 
non Muslim men. The following section illustrates this. This is perhaps a breaching done 
by this respondent who fell in love with a non Muslim and felt that she had to take off the 
tudung. The purpose of this is to demonstrate the type of difficulties “unwearing” the 
tudung entails. 
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Falling in Love and Unwearing the Tudung  
Fadli: How important is religion in choosing a marriage partner for you? 
At first very important. When we were teenagers la you know we have these girls talk 
where you have to list down where is your most important criteria. The first one I 
remember was he must be a Muslim. But somehow along the way, I get to know Chinese 
men, but it is a friendship, a mutual friendship but in the end you know it turned out to be 
more than that. And that is when I realized I had to break loose and forget about my first 
priority. So now my first priority is a man who really loves me. 
In this case it was her attraction for this man which made her change her priorities as she 
grew older and had wider and deeper friendships with non Muslim men.  
Fadli: So was there anything about you that had to change when you pursued him? 
Like last time I wear the tudung and because of him I know that I need to do some 
sacrifices because I need to make his family like me. More open to me. Because if I go 
there with my tudung they will definitely shun me away. Hey full stop. I feel I need to 
break away from that to get into his family. I feel that if I remove I will be more normal. 
And his siblings will get to know me more. Let’s say if I am a Muslim… my parents if 
somebody had tattoos on his body, and it’s my daughter’s boyfriend, obviously I would 
have this mind set that he is a bad person. So it is the same as a Chinese mother who 
brings back somebody who wears the tudung. She will be thinking likewise you will just 
straight away shun her stop thinking that she can be more or she can be a good girl. So if 
you try to be normal, a normal Singaporean lady. And then get to know me better. And 
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then she like me and that is how I get to know more, get into his family. They will not 
think twice about me. Getting to know me. So that is why. At that time I was still wearing 
the tudung so when I went over to his house, I take it out. He didn’t ask me to take it out, 
but I removed it. I thought let’s be more “normal” to the Chinese. Normal meaning be 
like them you know. Don’t wear tudung, that is what I did. Ok. They are pretty fine with 
me . And I found out I like it not to wear tudung.  
Here her earlier childhood socialization is met with an alternative scenario to which she 
has to negotiate a tricky situation. Although it is probably not true that all women do 
share similar subjective experiences to her, it can be noted that the tudung here represents 
a religious externality which affects the inner psyche. Similarly, this does not mean that 
all women would necessarily share the same strategy as her. What this particular incident 
demonstrates is that the secular world does have an implied performativity which the 
tudung disrupts. This disruption as she will elaborate does have lasting impact on her life 
and orientation. 
Fadli: So what do you mean you like it not to wear tudung? 
There are a lot of boundaries, there are a lot of restrictions. You know I cannot hold 
hands because if I hold hands you know it’s like I am taunting people’s image of Muslim 
girls. So I cannot hold his hand. Then we can’t really hug or kiss in public. So we have to 
have all these restrictions. And with me not having tudung, ya I feel better, ya.  
Fadli: What do you mean better? 
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Free. No need to think of so many things. No need to think of public’s opinion. Like lets 
say I wear tudung and I hold his hand and hug him, then it’s like hey what is the use of 
wearing the tudung. You don’t really follow the rules of the religion. It is like I am 
becoming a very, what do you call that ah… I didn’t follow the rules ah so what is the use 
of you being something like that. Like hypocrite you see. You want people to think that 
you are good but at the same time you are doing something that is bad. But I don’t think 
its bad… okla religion wise it is bad but I don’t think it is bad. 
This discordance in her performativity leads to a similar moral unease. She describes 
herself as not wanting to be a hypocrite. This instance demonstrates that although there is 
a definite performative aspect to religion, its performance is imbued with complex moral 
commandments. In this case being a hypocrite was seen by the subject to be a worse sin 
then not wearing the tudung. It should also be noted that the tudung commands a 
necessary bodily habitus, that which involves distanciation between unmarried Muslim 
men and women. When wearing it, it can be observed that the internal moral significance 
commands a certain physical distance between male and female. Unwilling to adhere to 
the bodily and moral commandments of the tudung, this respondent decided to unewar 
the tudung full time. It is only at the execution of this decision where we realize the 
performative-associational crux of the tudung. 
Fadli: So how did your parents react to this? 
How ah? At first they don’t like it. As in my not wearing the tudung. At first they are 
really really against it. But after some time they get used to it. I hide from them for you 
know about two years. Like in front of them I wear tudung then I take it off. After that I 
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feel, why am I hiding, I am already an adult. I told them it is my life and I did not want to 
cheat my parents by thinking that you know I am still wearing tudung. And they were very 
disappointed. My mother was very angry with me for three months.. never talk to me. 
After that she slowly get adapted to it.  
Fadli: Do they know about the relationship? 
Oh yah… Oh yah. At first they didn’t approve but I told her that this has nothing to do 
with my boyfriend. Right from the beginning I really didn’t want to wear tudung. They 
wanted me to wear, so I wear.  
Fadli: But you only stopped wearing when you went out with the guy right? 
Ya. My mother thought it was because of him. But I told them… Actually I think right 
from the beginning she knows I think that she does not want to wear the tudung. That she 
force it on me. Because that time after my A level I went to umrah, then after that coming 
back she force me to wear so I wore for one week. Try only you know test water. After 
that I realized that since I have already worn it and all the Malay society know that I 
wear it I can’t take it out. You know it is like slapping my own face. So I had to endure 
with this. So I carry on wearing of course half heartedly. Ok la its fated la. Only when I 
met my boyfriend I realized that I really don’t want to wear it. Strongly don’t want to 
wear it. And my boyfriend actually doesn’t want me to remove. He said that if I remove it 
would make him more difficult to get into my family. But I told him that without you I will 
still remove. Because I really feel it is a burden for me. So ok la so I remove. In a way my 
mother know that right from the beginning after one week of wearing she knows that I 
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didn’t want but she force it on me. And EVERYBODY saw me with tudung. So she know 
that I endure.  
Fadli: So was it very difficult to take off the tudung? 
There is a lot of procrastination what will people think of me. What will the Malays think 
of me. Don’t care about the Chinese. It’s just the Malays you know it is like the Malay 
society is quite close I am scared that they will spread around but I do have friends who 
tell me to do what I want. Follow my heart. If people talk behind your back, they will be 
the one so if I remove and people talk then it would be a test if they are really your 
friends or not. So I tell myself ok why not what the heck and I am happier now. Of course 
la my parents my mum cried when I removed she didn’t talk to me for three months I tried 
to talk but after that I think she cooled down. 
I contemplated for two years. Whether to take out or not. But after that I realized that ok I 
really really want to take out. Actually one week after I wear I want to take out at that 
time I am closer to the Malay society so I cannot take out because of them. I am scared 
that they will talk about me. And I do not want my parents to have a bad name you see. 
So I just carry on. Persevere. Endure. Then after that when I start working, slowly I get 
away from the Malay friends and now have more Chinese friends and that is already 
making me stronger in my opinion to remove the tudung.” 
Female interviewee no. 10 
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Although as discussed in the previous section that the tudung is not merely a 
performative device, its maintenance does have a strong performative associational 
element to it. It is extremely difficult to unwear the tudung and takes a lot of 
determination, will and stubbornness. There is a large stigma associated with taking it off. 
In comparison, men have no such a device. However this would not mean that there is no 
social pressure towards homogamy. Interviews with the respondents suggest that 
marrying out for men is just as frowned upon as marrying out for women. Also, the 
tudung strategy cuts two ways. Not only is it a way of the parents ensuring that the child 
obeys, it also allows the child to tell the parent that he or she is obedient. Thus a 
necessary problem is formulated. There is still a need to ensure that a civil marriage does 
not occur, but there is no effective strategy to do it. However, an interesting theme kept 
recurring among the men who were planning to marry out, in that they felt extremely 
judged.  
Cos I don’t know whether they can accept me for my complex identity. The past sins I did. 
Cos they think that maybe I am really that good but in fact I am not. So its hard for me to 
tell all these stuff. So I think that a Chinese will be more accepting of me la. Or a Malay 
that is not really that religious. But with Malays you can never tell who is and who is not. 
Even if they are not now, they will be when they get older. So this is really where religion 




Male interviewee no.1 
I won’t marry a religious woman because it would be awkward. The pragmatics of 
religion. The pray five times a day thing. The eating. The expected roles of the husband. 
In a traditional Muslim home, the husband is the head of the household in theory right he 
is supposed to be more knowledgeable then the wife so he has to guide the wife. But I 
don’t claim to have any of this. So that is the problem you see. I think it is different world 
views. Different world views on religion. To her religion is life, to me religion is part of 
life, which is two different things what? Right? To be honest, partly it is very irritating. I 
mean you lead your life with a Muslim girl right, and then your Muslim girl would be 
saying things like “Bang, dah sembahyang?” (Bang have you prayed already?)“Bang 
dah subur ni bangun.” (Bang it is subur, wake up) “Bang dah lepas waktu ni.” (Bang the 
time is nearly up.) “Bang tak pergi terawikh bang? (Bang, not going to terawikh Bang?) 
(Bang or abang is a semi affectionate name that Malay women address their husbands. It 
literally translates as elder brother. Subur is the very early morning prayers from 530 am 
to around 7am. Terawikh are prayers in the month of ramadhan done after the night 
prayers Ishak. Terawikh prayers are longer than normal prayers and not compulsory, 
though with increased religiosity, these prayers have become more and more obligatory. 
) It is these kinds of things which are very irritating. Because if you grew up in a 
background where you are not a religious fellow right, so I think you would be ok, maybe 
this is quite blasphemous to say but it would be quite a living hell right to marry these 
kind of people right. To you, your conception of religion is something. You are thinking 
about religion. But the person you are marrying right is the doer of the religion. You do 
a, b, c, d ,e or f. But you for you, you are thinking why are you doing a? Okla I think a is 
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acceptable, then I will do a. b. b is not reasonable so I don’t think I will do b. There is 
such a world of a difference between you two right, how can you marry. In this case you 
are better of marrying a non Muslim. At least you know your world views are aligned. Or 
that she can’t really force you to listen to her by playing the “I think you are going to 
hell” card. 
Male interviewee number 9 
Thus lacking any effective public strategies, it is not unreasonable to suggest that parents 
whose sons are in danger of marrying out are thus even more forced to depend on 
reinforcing the internalization of the Muslim habitus, especially the existential dimension 
to discipline their sons. Another point brought up by the respondent is a well known 
refrain that the man has to be the leader of the family. Although from an outsider’s view 
this may seem as a patriarchal construct, in the context of the respondent’s words as 
noted above, this ideological construct ensures male religious conformity. To be a good 
father and a good leader of the family, one has to conform to the standards of a good 
Muslim. In most occasions this role may not be problematic, but in a situation where one 
may marry a non Muslim this role is objectified as an ideal which one does not aspire to. 
In this final section this thesis will discuss the type of strategies that men and women 
deploy in their struggles for legitimacy in the field. The difference in these types of 
strategies is that while the previous strategies played within the rules of the game, the 
contest for these strategies is to redefine the rules of the game itself. This thesis has found 
that the expressive dimension of these strategies is similarly gendered. 
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Critique as Strategy 
In the contest for the struggle to redefine the field, the most important strategy by far is 
however convincing the parents of the morality of the decision. This can only be 
achieved through a critique of the current moral universe. Of course one cannot simply 
approach one’s parents and state that the moral universe that they live in is fundamentally 
flawed. Such a critique has to be more subtle. For example, one of the respondents 
emphasized that the shared negative experiences with religious authorities can play a 
large part in poking holes in what may seem an infallible moral universe.  
They will definitely give me a lot of shit about it, and not only because of the religion but 
the amount of gossip it will generate. You know most parents look forward to their 
children’s wedding day, so this would be an unqualified disaster. You know most of my 
relatives are still ignorant stupid bastards and will gossip and talk with their stupid snide 
remarks. I am sure my parents will be thinking about all that and they will try to avoid 
that. In Islam if the kids do wrong, the parents also will get it later. So my parents will 
always think what they did wrong. But you know something despite all this, I am pretty 
sure I can eventually convince my parents of my view on religion. 
Fadli: So what is your world view? 
 
That there are big rules on religion and there are small rules on religion. My mum 
herself told me a story once of this maid who came to the mosque looking for help 
because she was stressed by her employer. The people at the mosque turned her away 
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because she was improperly dressed. The next day the maid jumped of the flat and killed 
herself. I know that this might sound judgmental but sometimes judgments have to be 
made. God save us from these small minded individuals. They are the ones we have to 
worry about not the infidels at the gate. They are bureaucrats of God these people. 
Enforcing the rules without thinking why they were made. Obsessing about the smallest 
details... But there is no getting through them. They say that we should live our lives to 
the will of God and only to the will of God. Anyways I will remind my mom of these 
stories she told me. I will tell my mom on how my wife is a good person.” 
 “In the end I think they have to ask themselves why they send me to a secular school if 
they were so religious. Because they know that the religious schools are at least twenty 
times more fucked up than the secular schools. Not only in terms of education, but in 
terms of morals. First they graduate thinking that they got so much morals, so superior to 
us secular school kids.  
Than you hear all these stories of hazing in so called religious schools in KL. I know they 
are true because my cousin goes to one of these schools in Malaysia where they have the 
seniors do all sorts of things to the juniors. Ini ke sekolah Islam? (Is this what you call an 
Islamic school?) Even in NUS a supposedly secular school where they don’t teach any 
moral values we don’t hear of such things.”  
Male interviewee number 10 
The point of course is not whether this is true or not. The point is that by relating to 
everyday experiences, the idea of an all too fallible morality is constructed so that the 
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idea of the good person need not be just a good Muslim. It is notable that it is not Islamic 
morality which is questioned but authority, be it bureaucratic such as the governmental 
and organizational structures or traditional such as the extended family. This creates 
space for doubt, in which reason can be applied. One can expect two forms of reasoning 
emerging, one a wanton egoism with individualistic desires as the primary guide, or a 
new cult of the individual out of the tatters of the old morality. In the latter, it is not that 
the idea of sanctity which has been eroded, but the unit of religiosity. If the old ideas 
protected the group, the new ideas will serve to protect the individual. The liberal 
humanist is perhaps evermore the prodigal child of the religious community.  
Gendered Communication 
In interviewing the respondents, this paper observed a difference in how men and women 
communicated. With the men, reasoning seemed much simpler. Most of the reasoning 
was done verbally. This does not mean that women didn’t try to talk verbally. With 
women however, the reasoning was much more complicated. However, first a necessary 
caveat. The number of women respondents deviant at this stage was incredibly small, 
selected from a pool of one. That being said she had quite a number of interesting things 
to say about the strategies she had to take. 
“At first I kept a blog criticizing various aspects of Islam and the community which I 
wrote to vent my frustrations. I just felt that there was no outlet I could express my views. 
I was criticizing and criticizing until several people posted and said that I should tone 
down a bit or else I would murtad... (apostate) 
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Fadli: So how are you going to tell this to your mother? 
Well I set up a theatre group and hope that through my plays I can tell my parents about 
my views and what I feel. I think that they would probably be able to better pay attention 
to my views and understand me better.” 
Female interviewee no 5 
As mentioned above, part of the strategy has to do with articulating an alternative moral 
universe to the parents. With men, the process seemed much simpler, that of reasoning 
and discourse through verbal communication. With the woman, this avenue and form 
seem blocked. This woman seems to have a similar problem which men have in 
articulating traditional religiosity, that there seems to be no accepted way of articulating 
it. There seems greater condemnation of women should they use the avenues of reason in 
an attempt to change the moral order. What is striking is the similarity of strategy in 
which this particular respondent took to those who basically conformed. Frustrated at the 
lack of alternatives of articulation, yet strongly driven by impetus this respondent turned 
to a strikingly similar mode, that of performance. This led to great ingenuity to basically 
invent a medium where there was none, to the point of setting up a theatre group.  
The point of the above section is not to state that ideational strategies are done by only 
men and performative strategies are done by only women. Parental strategies seem more 
defined across this demarcation between men and women but both men and women do 
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engage in ideational strategies for reshaping the field. It is noteworthy that women seem 
to engage more in performative modes of expression to reshape the field.   
Summary  
This chapter is divided in three parts with gender as the common theme. The first part 
refers to structures outside the Muslim habitus which none the less play their part in 
subjective strategies. Examples cited by the respondents were national service for men 
and biological constraints for women. The next part attempts to understand the subjective 
understanding of parental structures across genders. For the women, the tudung can be 
understood as a strategy which one particular young Muslim woman had to reconcile 
while for the men, the strategies tend to be more ideational, typified for example, with the 
idea of the man as the head of the Muslim household. The last part concerned with the 
strategies which contest the field, those which attempt to remake and redefine the rules. 
This last example was dominated by critiques of the current moral order which was more 
pronounced in men than women, although the strategy of the female respondent was to 








Chapter Six: Summary and Discussion 
The aim of this thesis was to explain homogamy, or why like marries like. The empirical 
literature on homogamy can be divided into three large approaches: rational choice 
theory, propinquity and the normative approach. On the question of religious homogamy, 
the normative approach has been widely utilized. The question of homogamy straddles 
three fields: that of gender, religion and socialization. Although the empirical studies of 
homogamy are reviewed to some detail, this thesis gives a cursory view of the three 
fields. In the case of religion and socialization qualitative studies on the nature of the 
gendered process of socialization has been lacking. In the case of Islam the emphasis has 
been on women solely and not comparatively to men. Lastly, qualitative studies done on 
homogamy in the local context have been lacking. This thesis tries to correct this deficit 
by looking at the gendered process of socialization between Muslim men and women 
such that homogamy is maintained. 
The main theoretical problem of this thesis has been farmed as that of structure and 
agency. Although Bourdieu and Giddens have both discussed this, Bourdieu’s theoretical 
framework is preferred because his concepts are more useful in arranging the data. 
Specifically the concepts of habitus, field and strategy have been applied to give an 
understanding of the subjective understanding of the mediation of both internal and 
external structures. Methodologically, the breaching experiment has been useful in 
triggering situations in which norms have to be negotiated. This thesis has been inspired 
by such experiments. Purposive sampling proved most beneficial in acquiring the 
subjects needed for this as it would be highly convenient to conduct these experiments by 
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proxy. The ten male respondents range from 21-26 years while the ten female 
respondents range from 19-24 years.  
Theoretical discussion 
The advantage of the breaching experiment and Bourdieu’s framework is that norms need 
not be seen as rigid rules but strategies which are malleable in practice. Behind this 
discussion is the age old debate between structure and agency. This issue is discussed at 
length in Anthony Gidden’s Constitution of Society. His basic argument is that social 
scientists take too much emphasis on either structure or agency and it is important to 
consider both. As mentioned in the first chapter, Bourdieu’s solution was preferred as his 
concepts proved more useful. The habitus represented the internalized dispositions which 
nudged young Muslim men and women to marry other Muslims. The field is the site 
where the internal cues of the subject are confronted with external motivations. Strategies 
are thus the practices which the agent does in the negotiation of both internal and external 
cues. These strategies need not be merely of execution but may also struggle to redefine 
the field. 
The result of Bourdieu’s particular framework is a rather methodological solution to the 
theoretical problem. The statement “structures act on people but people are intelligent 
actors” is a truism. Thus the question that follows it is more of a “how should we study 
them then?” than “why are they like that?”. Thus although it sounds logically 
schizophrenic to argue structure influences people’s behaviour but people can act as they 
want (explanation), it sounds more reasonable to say that whenever we study people we 
have to consider both their structural position and subjective autonomy (method). This is 
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because the problem of structure and agency are starting points each with their own 
inescapable problems. They are undeniably theoretical deficiencies which plague most 
research, but the resolution is not just saying we need to consider them both. The 
resolution is finding a conceptual framework which compensates for these problems.  
In some sense the notion of habitus and strategy is contradictory, for if habitus implied 
the structure of norms, strategy implied the agency of the players. The reconciliation of 
this contradiction was the depiction of social life as a sort of reverse game. In a game, it 
is the rules that are clear and the strategy is almost always not apparent. In the game of 
social life, especially in the idea of a habitus, the reverse can be the case. However, like 
the game, the rules can be read from the types of strategies being played. Often it helps 
when people are suspected of cheating. 
Religious Norms and Marriage Preferences 
In the field of finding prospective partners, the Muslim habitus works on three levels. 
Firstly, during actual dating, the habitus manifests in embodied physical habits such as 
the physical aversion to pork, cigarettes and alcohol. It also operates on an existential 
level, ensuring that the relationship does not go too far, and for the case of women it may 
preempt dating and ensure that never happens. Lastly, religious norms may serve as risk 
management. This is twofold in how it demarcates how certain partners represent more 
risk and which partners represent less risk than others. As highlighted by this thesis there 
seems both the physical and existential dimension of the habitus can be incorporated into 
this idea of risk management. The habitus however need not operate as rule but as 
strategy in negotiation. The negotiation of the existential dimension occurred mainly in 
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the mind, and resided as a gnawing doubt somewhere in the back of consciousness. The 
data also suggested that social associations and habitual practice prove more durable, at 
least in preserving behaviour externally, but as associations with the secular world 
became more constant, these habits became less strictly followed, if at all. The immediate 
trigger of the habitus during the dating phase was in fact the bodily habitus, especially 
that of the dietary restriction on pork. Here there is no attempt to rationalize or negotiate 
with the self. Instead the negotiations were most fundamentally with and by the other 
party. 
In the conditions of a failing habitus one begins to derive from the respondents the 
experience of external structures (namely parental strategies)in the field nudging them to 
a ‘correct’ solution. However it should be noted that much of these external strategies 
could only be understood with reference to their internalized forms, with subjective 
understanding of these objective forms. Jokes and teasing can communicate the physical 
dimension of the habitus while the parable and the cautionary tale reminds any would be 
deviant of the risks involved of not following the norm. Threats of disownment can also 
reinforce the risks of inter religious marriage. As gatekeepers, parents can also use the 
privilege of their position to manage the field of eligibles, presenting one face to Muslim 
prospectives and another to non Muslim potentials. In comparison to the dating phase, the 
practical and ideational dimensions of parental strategies begin to impose themselves as 
the relationship becomes more serious. These strategies can force the conclusion of the 
game, either the relationship ends, or relations between parents and child are strained. 
Conversion be it real or for show seems the negotiated middle ground of both strategies. 
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Conceptualizing socialization and the Muslim habitus 
Before the thesis continues to the findings of the last chapter, it would like to clarify a 
conceptualization of the Muslim habitus shaped from the data acquired. One dimension is 
that of embodied habits. One can compare these to the habits practiced by Saba’s 
respondents in which the discipline of the body formed a self to guide and contour ones 
actions. The second dimension is an ideational dimension in which existential truths of 
the self are linked to the thisworldly conditions in which the self finds itself in. The last 
dimension involves the rituals which bind the group to its sets of rights and obligations. 
These dimensions will be referred to by the modes they are expressed, namely habitual, 
ideational and performative. These concepts can be underlined by concrete examples.  
The habitual element can be illustrated by one of the respondents: 
“Like sholat. Nobody knows it is actually a form of exercise because everyday we do 
crunches in terms of rukuk. (prayer position) Because we actually have to suck in our 
stomach and bend properly to form our ninety degrees. So people look at it as a waste of 
time, but it is a form of exercise if you look at it. But people don’t know. As you grow into 
it you realise it makes you healthy. And wudhu (ablution) actually brings cahaya nur 
(light) to your face. People talk this to my mom, what foundation you using. But honestly 
she never use anything, but she has been keeping her prayers everyday. So the wudhu 
(ablution) makes a lot of difference.” 
Male interviewee no.3 
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A similar argument could be made of other habits such as fasting. One is always puzzled 
about how non Muslims wonder how Muslims can go a whole day without drink or food, 
when it is actually not that hard when the body has been conditioned from young. 
Another aspect of the embodied habitus already discussed is that of dietary practices. 
The ideational dimension is how the Muslim thinks about the self, faith and community. 
The actual thoughts as this thesis has shown need not always be clear and at times can be 
quite contradictory. In manifests in prayer, in faith and in hope of the believers The 
defining feature is its location. If the habitual dimension is situated at the level of the 
body, the ideational dimension is situated at the level of the mind. 
The last dimension is that of the performative. This dimension involves the rituals which 
bind the group to its sets of rights and obligations. This dimension is necessarily 
performative as its primary location is the group, or more precisely the situations 
constructed by the group. Take for example, when a Muslim meets another Muslim he or 
she is supposed to engage in the ritual salaam or shaking of the hands. This salaam 
immediately conveys some form of solidarity and sanctifies the time spent between the 
two.  
These dimensions are useful in thinking about Muslim life in general, as most of the time, 
rituals overlap one or more of these dimensions. Take for example the ritual of prayer. 
Situated at certain points in a day, a pious application of prayer would structure the 
individual’s life. But prayer is not limited to an individual event. For example, the daily 
prayers can be done with friends and family. There is a structured gendered performance 
to daily prayer with the men always separate from the women with the men always in 
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front. This can be extrapolated to even bigger and more communal settings such as the 
Friday prayers. And yet, the heart of every prayer is individual, with the pious 
disciplining mind and body to the will and design of God.  
Thus there are three identifiable dimensions: ideational, habitual and performative, 
concerning the mind, body and the social. It is also with this final conceptualization of 




The last chapter served as a threefold part to how gender affected socialization. In the 
first, structures outside the habitus served as necessary differences in the socialization of 
gender. Specifically to Singapore, National Service also represents an extended period of 
being away from the family and a time where men learn to socialize with people of 
different race and religion. Parental control especially is less effective at this point of 
time. This is one point where it is quite impossible to control the men, and where men are 
able to exploit the gaps in control to pursue their individual desires. National service thus 
represents an institutionalized period of increased options for men.  
 
One strategy which is open to men, but not women is delaying marriage. The delay of 
marriage allows the child to attain resources and generally gain independence from their 
 115
parents. One resource which children will always have over their parents is time, but as 
with all, it is always one that is a flying. For women, the delay of marriage is not as 
viable due to the biological and social pressures of getting married and having children. 
Women cannot defer marriage as long as men. This is probably more acute in the Muslim 
community as Muslim men and women generally get married at a younger age. The 
social pressure to get married earlier is thus greater, limiting the effectiveness of this 
strategy. Even though the average age of marriage is younger for Muslim men, it is still 
younger for the women who are also pressurized by the biological constraints of 
motherhood. Thus two examples of such structures outside the habitus, though 
nonetheless mentioned by the respondents are national service and the biological 
constraints on women.  
 
In the light of the subjective experience of the external cues in relation to the habitus 
however, the gendered understanding of external structures the tudung can be understood 
as a more performative strategy which the young female Muslim respondent had to 
reconcile with. For the men, the strategies tend to be more ideational, typified for 
example, with the idea of the man as the head of the Muslim household. These subjective 
experiences of parental strategy can be understood in the same vein as the other strategies 




The last part concerns with the strategies which try to redefine the rules of the field. 
Unlike all other strategies which seek compromise, these seem headed for some sort of 
struggle. In this matter, this thesis is unwilling to make any grand overarching 
declarations. This is because there was perhaps only one woman respondent who did 
effectively communicate her wishes and an outlined her strategy. However, what struck 
the most was that the men interviewed had greater ease in communicating their position. 
Their strategy in communicating a moral discourse was simpler, that of simply reasoning 
or hinting to their parents their point of view. On the other hand, for the woman, this task 
was much more difficult. In trying to communicate, she was forced to create an elaborate 
strategy, one that involved setting up a theatre production outfit to show and elaborate to 
her parents what she meant. To rephrase an oft quoted statement: “mother is the necessity 
of invention”. What was most striking about this respondent were her forthrightness and 
intelligence and her drive for an outlet of expression for what she felt. What is interesting 
is when this is juxtaposed to the male strategies. The strategy open to the males was 
undoubtedly easier as the medium of expression namely that of discourse and reasoning 
was relatively more open to them. 
 
It is here that this thesis completes itself. It is because there is a lack of strategic tools 
available, that convincing the male respondents that the discourse of the righteousness 
and logic of Islamic morality is of utmost importance. Here the thesis proffers to link 
seemingly disparate parts of this thesis together. Muslim men feel extremely judged as it 
is all the more important to judge them. Lacking an effective visible strategy with which 
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to chisel their piety, the nature of the strategy becomes to shape who they are rather than 
what they do. Unlike feminine piety which is rooted in the performative dimension, male 
religiosity is constructed more in the realm of ideas, rooted in discourse. The counter 
strategies of Muslim children seem to support this argument. It seems so much simpler 
for the men. The men tend to create and communicate a critical discourse to their parents 
while the woman has to literally act out the critique. 
Conclusion 
In summation, this thesis will recapitulate its main findings. On the process of 
homogamy, more men were wiling to date outside their religion. This was as men were 
less practical and more risk taking than women about dating. In the phase of dating, 
existential and practical social considerations proved less of an impediment as compared 
to embodied habits such as smoking, drinking and other dietary considerations. However 
when the relationship got more serious, parental strategies cited included threats of 
disownment and reminders of religious obligations as a reinstatement of practical and 
existential dimensions. Conversion seems a likely and effective strategy in maintaining 
homogamy as it initiates a negotiated settlement of interests. However, its true 
effectiveness like the physical norms in the dating field may lie in its ability to subtly 
shift the site of negotiation, from the Muslim partner to the non Muslim partner. In the 
event of a possible breach, social norms act not merely through internalization of values 
or social control of the Muslims, but also as hurdles for the other to cross. In this 
situation, where the site of negotiation has shifted to the willingness of the other, 
Muslims are limited in the ability to negotiate these religious norms whatever his or her 
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marriage preferences are. 
 
On the differences between gender in the process of socialization this thesis found that 
structurally speaking, there seems to be more opportunities form men than women to 
deviate, i.e NS and less biological considerations. For one woman respondent who went 
into a serious relationship with a non Muslim, the tudung proved something she had 
to negotiate at length. For the men who did not mind marrying out, one of the 
considerations was that they felt judged, and could not live up to the role of the Muslim 
leader of the family. And its various obligations i.e. leading prayers etc. In the 'struggles 
in defining the field' the men generally put forward a moral critique. The sole woman 
respondent however, proved more innovative to the point of setting up her own theatre 
group to perform her critique. For men, socialization via the Muslim habitus veers 
towards the ideational dimension, while for women; this socialization veers more towards 
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This is an appendix of bios for all the interviewees.  
Biographies of the interviewees 
Female interviewee number one is of mixed Malay Indian descent and was 24 at the 




She takes her religion very seriously although she does not wear a tudung. She states that 
she keeps her prayers and her fast, and adheres to dietery prohibitions. Intellectually she 
has a very traditionalist unquestioning relationship with her faith, or so she states at the 
time of the interview. She does mix around with non Muslims to an extent though she 
expresses some discomfort with their habits. She states that if she got married, she would 
withdraw to their circle of friends. She is not a member of Muslim organizations. 
 
Dating History 
Although she has dated both Muslims and Non Muslims, she only had serious 
relationships with two Muslim men before. She has stated her specific preference for 
Muslim men. She will not consider marrying a non Muslim man.  
 
Female interviewee number two is of Indian Muslim descent and was 23 at the time of 
the interview. She has a tertiary level education, and describes herself as coming from a 




She considers herself religious. She follows closely to all aspects of the religion which 
includes prayer, fasting and dietary habits. Although her orientation towards religion can 
be typified as a strict adherence to fundamentalist principles, these values do have a 
universalistic tinge. For example, she cites on how Islam does not see race and this 
affects her marriage preferences as will be elaborated below. Although her familial 
networks are quite homogeneous, she does have a diverse group of friends. She also 
avoids Muslim organizations and associations, dismissing them as very cliquish.   
 
Dating history 
She has not dated before. She speaks largely about the role of parents in matchmaking, 
though she disagrees with the types of partners that her parents want for her. For example 
she disagrees that her partner has to be an Indian Muslim and how it was racist and 
conflicted with her Islamic values.  
 
Female interviewee number three is a Malay Muslim woman who was twenty two at 




She states that she dutifully follows all of the important rituals such as fasting and 
praying five times a day. She does not wear the tudung however, preferring more ethnic 
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clothes. She is a member of the Malay and Muslim organizations. Intellectually she 
seems extremely interested in exploring the intellectual tenets of the Sufism, citing her 





She has had only one serious relationship with a Muslim man before. She emphasized the 
intellectual affinity they shared on religious matters in that relationship. She also stated 
that although she was curious about relationships with people of other religion, those 
relationships never got very far. 
 
Female interviewee number four is a Malay Muslim woman who was 22 at the time of 
the interview. She was an undergraduate at a local university. She describes herself as 




She practices all tenets of her faith, the dietary prescriptions, the rituals such as fasting, 
praying and she wears the tudung. Her intellectual orientation towards religion can be 
considered traditional and based largely on personal piety. Although in an environment 






She is currently in a long term relationship, her only one so far. She is extremely 
conservative when it comes to choosing a marriage partner. She will not date a non 
Muslim.  
 
Female interviewee number five is a Malay Muslim woman who was 22 at the time of 
the interview. She is an undergraduate at a local university. She describes herself as 




She says that she places great importance to her religion, although she does go clubbing 
and partying. Although she does go to these places, she still maintains that her religiosity 
is rooted in practices such as prayer and fasting. Intellectually, she does not talk much 




Although she does go out often and dresses quite openly, she is conservative about 
marrying non Muslims and pre marital sex. She did however have a relationship with a 
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non practicing Sikh man, which she remembers fondly. She is currently in a serious 
relationship with a Muslim man. 
 
 
Female interviewee number six is a Malay Muslim woman who was 22 at the time of 




She adheres to the practices of her faith, meaning she prays regularly, keeps to her fast. 





She has had several relationships. She has not had any relationships with any non Muslim 
men, although she had crushes as well as several dates. 
 
Female interviewee number seven is a Malay Muslim woman who was 24 at the time 






She is dutiful to her religious practices and wears a tudung. However intellectually she 
considers herself to be more open minded. She has an extremely large and diverse circle 




She had several relationships, some with Muslims and some with non Muslims. Although 
she dated with a non Muslim, she still holds fast to her beliefs. However, the relationship 
with the non Muslim ended badly, though she would not say why. She insists that it had 
nothing to do with religion however. 
 
Female interviewee number eight is a Malay Muslim woman who was 22 at the time of 




Religion plays an important role in her life, her manners and she observes the rituals 
carefully. She attributes her strong religiosity to her parents who she credits for bringing 
her up properly. She does not really pay attention to the intellectual part of religion, for 





She aspires to marry a man who is at least as intelligent and religious as her. She has 
never dated in her life. 
 
Female interviewee number nine is a Malay Muslim woman who was 22 at the time of 




She does not follow any of the rituals of the religion. Of the female interviewees, she was 
the one who was most adventurous about exploring different intellectual interpretations 
of her religion. Although she belongs to a number of Muslim groups, she also has a wide 
and diverse range of friends. She cites her irresponsible father as part of the reason for 




She has had many different partners both Muslim and Non Muslim. She does not 
consider religion as an important criterion for marriage.  
 
Female interviewee number ten is a Malay Muslim woman who was 24 at the time of 





She is ambivalent about her religiosity. Although she does adhere to her religious 
practices most of the time, she does however admits to slipping up at times. She is 
however the only female respondent who used to wear the tudung. Her account of how 




Her most significant relationship was with a non Muslim. This relationship with him 
demonstrated the negotiations made by both parties. He has converted and she is now 
married to him.   
 
Male interviewee number one is a Malay Muslim man. He was 23 at the date of the 
interview and was an undergraduate at a local university. He describes himself of having 
a lower middle class background. 
 
Religiosity 
Although he does keep to some of the rituals like praying and fasting, he does not 
consider himself to be religious. He traces this from the time of his national service where 
he was influenced by his peers to try different things. He rationalizes this as part of 






At the time, he is currently dating a non Muslim woman. However, he does state the need 
to have a Muslim marriage for the sake of his mother. They are currently planning to get 
married, with the woman converting. He states he sometimes find it harder to date 
Muslim women as he feels judged due to his lack of religiosity. 
 
Male interviewee number two is a Malay Muslim man who was 23 at the time of the 
interview. He has a tertiary level education and describes himself as coming from a lower 




Although he rather modestly resists any attempts to characterize himself as being 
religious, he does acknowledge having a higher level of religiosity than his peers. He is 
very pious in his religion, citing the benefits which these rituals confer, which is largely 




He has had a few relationships with both Muslims and non Muslims, despite having 
strong religious convictions.  
 134
 
Male interviewee number three is a Malay Muslim man who was 23 at the time of the 




He does characterize himself as religious, however, his intellectual orientation towards 
religion can be regarded as progressive, and he emphasies the need to not only be 




Although he is currently dating a Muslim woman seriously, he has dated a non Muslim 
woman before. His account of what happened during the relationship was particularly 
helpful for this thesis. 
 
Male interviewee number four is a Muslim man of mixed Indian Malay descent. He 
was 26 at the time of the interview and has a tertiary level education. 
 
Religiosity 
 He considers himself not so religious. For example, he drinks alcohol and has not so 
strict on dietary prohibitions. He is however very staunch on keeping his prayer times. 
His religiosity was due to the time he lived overseas, and away from parental control, and 
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with the need to fit in to an alien country, he gradually adapted to the customs of the 
people he was with there. Intellectually he sees himself as quite liberal and is extremely 
critical of the exclusionary values espoused by certain interpretations of Islam. His social 




He had one very significant relationship with a non Muslim, his most important and only 
one. He states that in some ways he feels more comfortable with the non Muslim woman. 
 
 
Male interviewee number five is a Malay Muslim man. He was 26 at the date of 




He is not strict in his habits as he does drink alcohol and is inconsistent with his prayers, 
though he does keep them to an extent. He is relatively unconcerned about the intellectual 
aspect of religion, preferring to keep it in the background. His main social circle consists 




His most significant relationship with a non Muslim was with a Soka Buddhist woman. 
This ended as the parents disapproved. He also feels that he is more comfortable with a 




Male interviewee number six is of mixed Indian Malay descent. He was 26 at the date 




He is quite conflicted in his religiosity. For example, he does not consider pre marital sex 
as bad as eating haram food. Ideologically he is a strict adherent to orthodox views 
though he does take certain liberties with the interpretation of those views. He has a 




Of the respondents, he seems most experienced with both Muslim and non Muslim girls. 
He notes the freedom he feels with non Muslim girls, however he knows that he 
eventually will have to marry a Muslim girl as he does not want to break with his parents. 
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Male interviewee number seven is a Malay Muslim who was 23 at the time of the 
interview and was an undergraduate at a local university.  
 
Religiosity 
He is staunch in his habits which include prayer, fasting dietary habits and abstinence 
from pre marital sex. He mixes around mainly with other Muslims and has fairly 
orthodox views on religion. 
 
Dating habits 
He is in a committed long term relationship with a Muslim girl. However he has 
expressed curiosity about dating non Muslims in the past. 
 
 
Male interviewee number eight is of Malay descent and was 26 at the time of the 




He is religious in the practical sense, namely he adheres to the practices of the religion, 
but he also thinks that the intellectual basis of the rituals as important. He does not really 
have a consistent philosophy or orientation towards the intellectual aspect of religion, 
preferring to understand each in the context of the moment. He has a large circle of both 





His relationships have ever only been with girls who are not religious though one was a 
Muslim and the other was a non Muslim. He however has dated quite a bit and thinks 
there is no difference, though he states that he feels less inhibited with non Muslim girls. 
 
Male interviewee number nine is of Malay descent and was 26 at the time of the 




He does not consider himself religious in the practical sense. His religiosity is largely 
based on a set of ethics which can be recognized as fairly universal. He has a large social 




He is currently in a committed long term relationship with a non Muslim girl. They plan 
to marry and for her to convert.  
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Male interviewee number ten is of Malay descent and was 26 at the time of the 





Although he is religious in some practical ways, for example he fasts and prays and keeps 
to the dietary rules he does not see the rituals themselves as important. He sees the rituals 
as a way of making his parents happy but thinks that ones relationship with God should 
be judged on the basis of ones moral conduct. He has a wide circle of friends consisting 
of both Muslims and non Muslims. 
 
 Dating habits 
 
Although he has dated both Muslims and non Muslims, he has no specific preference for 
either. He does however think that non Muslim relationships tend to be more romantic 
and Muslim relationships to be functional i.e the purpose is to get a wife. 
 
 
 
